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WILSON* 
-- John Greenleaf ~ttier 
The lovrliest born of all the land,. 
He wrung from Fate's relucta.x:rli hand 
The gifts which happier boyhood claims 1 
.And,. tasting on a thankless soil 
The bitter bread of unpaid toil, 
He fed his soul with noble aims.· 
And,. Nature, kindly provident,. 
To him. the future's promise lent; 
The powers that shape man • s destinies, 
Patience and .faith and toil, he lmew; 
The close horiton round him grew, 
Broad with g~eat possibilities. 
By the low hearth-.:f'ire's fitful blaze 
He read of old heroic days,. 
The sage's thought, the patriot's speech; 
Unhelped, alone,. himself he taught,. 
His school the craft at which he wrought,. 
His lore the bookwithin his reach. 
He felt his country's need; he knew · 
The work her children had to do; 
.And when, at last, he heard the call 
In her behalf to serve and dare6 
Beside his senatorial chair 
He stood the unquestioned peer of all. 
Beyond the accident of birth 
He proved his simple manhood's worth; 
Ancestral pride and classic grace 
Confessed the large-brained artisan, 
So clear of sight,. so wise in plan 
And counsel, equal to his plaoe. 
With glance intuitive he saw 
Through all disguise of form and law., 
And read men like an open book; 
Fearless and firm,. he never quailed 
Nor turned aside for threats, nor failed 
To do the thing he undertook. 
Hmv wise., how brave, he was,. how well 
He bore himsel:f.', let history tell 
While waves our flag o • er land and sea, 
No black thread in its warp or weft; 
He found dissevered States, he left 
A grateful Nation, strong and freet 
* John Greenlea£ Whittier, The Bey of Seven Islands, And Other Poems 
(Boston, Houghton Mifflin & Co., l883) pP. 53-55. Read at the 
Massachusetts Club on the Seventieth anniversary of Vice-president 
Henry Wilson. 
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INTRODUCTION 
Early in Februar-y of 1846, a burly young mechanic from Natick 
took the floor of the Massachusetts House of Representatives and 
delivered a set speech against slavery~ Both the man and the form 
of his speech were unimpressive. His features were coars and a 
projecting lawer lip made him appear vulgar·when he spoke. As for 
·the speech itself, it was devoid of the flowery rhetoric which was 
demanded of the orators of his day. In simple, unvarnished phrases, 
he loosed a slashing attack against the institution of slavery and 
concluded with an unequi~ocal manifesto: 
For one, I am ready to stand with any man, or set of men, 
- Whig, Democrat, Abolitionist, Christian or Infidel, -- who 
will go with me in the cause of emancipation •••• I have made 
up my mind, after some little reflection that we must either 
destroy sla~ery, or slavery will destroy our government and 
our liberties •••• I shall go for the abolition of slavery at 
all times and on all occasions, now and herea.f.'ter. I loathe, 
detest, and abhor it. It is at war with Nature and Nature• s 
God. 
I have no apologies to make for it; and no hope of politi-
cal reward, no fear of ridicule. or reproach, shall ever deter 
me from using all the moral and political influence I possess, 
in such a manner as my judgment sha.ll approve, to accomplish 
the entire extinction of slavery, and to make my native land, 
which I love with the affection of a son, what it should be, 
-- glorious and free, ~d an example to all nations.l 
The expression of such opinions in the United States,in 1846, 
took courage, for it was tantamount to signing one's political death-
ii 
warrant. But Henry Wilson was a brave man. The radicalism of his program can bE 
l- Liberator, March s, 1846. 
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gauged by the fact that William Lloyd Garrison's Liberator, the most 
fanatically abolitionist newspaper of that era, hailed it as 11 unquestion-
ably the best antislavery speech that has ever been delivered in any 
legislative assembly in this country -- more direct, more comprehen-
sive, more important. 111 ·Approval from .this quarter seemed enough to 
ruin the career of any aspiring politician -- except that of Henry 
Wilson. 
To maintain these unpopular principles and make the antislavery 
crusade succeed by-making it pay politically was the ambition of 
Wilson's early life. He was willing to resort to almost any stratagem 
to keep the small but growing army of antislavery men in the field. 
Almost ten years after uttering the words above, he boasted before 
another audience: 
I have acted with every political party -- I have acted against 
every pol1tical party in th1s Commonwealth, and I aiways have 
abandoned every political party whenever I have found one that 
would do more to carry out my pr1nciples.. Arid as I have acted 
in the past so I shall act 1n the l'Uture.2 
His boast was true. Every word of it. But it was exactly for this that 
his enemies reproached him. He had chosen to maintain the antislavery 
standard by means of political machinations perhaps unparalleled in the 
history of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts. His opponents looked upon 
him as a political mountebank, and even his friends and allies mis-
trusted his methods, and at times refused to associate themselves with his 
maneuverings. But more than any other man in Massachusetts, he brought 
1- Ibid. 
2- 'BOSton Bee, Sept. 24, 1855. 
iv 
about the eventual success of the antislavery movement in that State 
and went on to become one of the ten most important antislavery men 
in the United states. 
This~ then~ is the enigma of the rise of Henry\Vilson, This 
study is an analysis of his career during the chaotic years which 
preceded the outbreak of the Civil War. That does not mean that his 
career or his use.fulness ended with the start of that conflict. On 
the contrary~ his fame and importance kept increasing u:xt.il he eventu-
ally was elected to the Vice-presidency of the United states and --
had he lived -- might well have succeeded u. s. Grant as the ohie£ 
exeoutive.l But whereas his later career has been well outlined both 
by hilliself and his biographers~ his controversial pre-Civil War record 
has never been objectively analyzed. This is an attempt to bring that 
complex but critioal phase of his career into better focus. 
1- Such, at least,was the considered opinion of one of his politically 
astute admirers: George F. Hoar~ Autobiography o£ Seventy Years 
(N.Y •• Scribner's, 1903) I~ 218 .• 
PREVIOUS WORK ON THE SUBJECT 
The foremost work on Henry Wilson to date is the eulogistic 
biography of Elias Nason and Thomas Russell, The Life and Public 
Services g! Henrx Wilson, published first in 1872, as a campaign 
biography, and reprinted in 1876, with awkv~ard additions to include 
his Vice-Presidency and death. The only other biography of note is 
that of Jonathan B. Mann, The Life of Henry Wilson, Republican Can-
didate for Vice-President, published in 1872. other works about him 
are relatively brief, stereotyped campaign biographies. The Lives 
of u. s. Grant and Henry Wilson, produced anonymously and published 
in N~ York and Philadelphia in 1872, is devoted mainly to Grant. 
The summary on Wilson is a mechanical sketch of the well-known high-
lights of his career to that date. Finally, a pamphlet entitled: 
11 The Lives of Grant and Wilson11 1 written by William H. Barnes, was 
produced for widespread circulation during the campaign of 1872. 
v 
Except for the works of Nason and Russell and J. B. Mann, Wilson's 
own three-volume History of the Rise and Fall of the Slave Power in 
America (which is more valuable as a source book than a history) con-
tains more material on Wilson himself than any other single publica• 
tion, although the author is modest about his participation in the 
exciting developments of the period and the record of his activities 
is clouded by the fact that he proceeded topically rather than chrono-
logically. 
The only other major source of secondary materials on Wilson 
is the Natick Bulletin, his home-town newspaper. Emphasis here is 
laid on Wilson's life until 1840 and, with few exceptions, the 
articles are again limited to stereotyped eulogiums of the HOratio 
Alger type. This is natural enough and peculiarly fitting,since 
Alger himself lived and worked for years in Natick. 
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All of these works without exception dwell at length on Wilson's 
life until 1840 and his subsequent career from 1856 until his death 
in 1875 and glos~ rapidly over the intervening years. The reason is 
obvious. His early life lends itself well to the 11 poor boy who made 
good" type of story, while his later activities as a Republican are, 
with few exceptions, worthy of the influential positions he held. The 
period from 1840 to 1856 -- and especially from 1848 to 1856 -- however, 
is not only very complex, it contains incidents that are positively 
embarrassing 1for an admirer of Wilson. This work, then, is primarily 
designed to fill this important gap in the story of his life by at-
tempting to present an impartial study of this controversial middle 
phase of his career. 
CiiAP.I'ER ONE 
TEE EARLY YEARS (1812-1840) 
The name Henry Wilson was not the man's birth name. Born in 
the hamlet of Farmington~ New Ham.pshire, February 16, 1812 ~ he was 
christened Jeremiah Jones Colbath.1 His ancestors, originally of 
Argyle shire 1 Scotland, migrated to Northern Ireland in the reign 
of James I~ and then crossed over to America, settling at NeWington, 
New Hampshitte e~ttly in the eighteenth century.2 Speaking of his 
familial circumstance, one biographer ruefully admits: 
Henry was the eldest of a family of eight boys, who followed 
each other into the world as rapidly as the course of nature 
consents, increasing the cares and burdens of the struggling 
couple and adding to the chances of starvation, which were 
sufficiently threatening before the advent of each newcomer 
and competitor.3 
1- He was named after a well-to-do bachelor neighbor but any hope 
of inheritance was dispelled when Jeremiah Jones was married. 
Natick Bulletin, Feb. 26, 1892. 
~- For details on Wilson's genealogy. and additional personal data, 
see New England Historical and Genealogical Register (Boston, 
David Clapp & Son, pr. l879) XXXII, pp. 261-68. Article viritten 
by Elias Nason. The family name is variously given as Colbaith, 
Colbath, Colb~eath, Calbreath, etc. 
3- Jonathan B.·~, The Life of Henry Wilson (Boston, J. R. Osgood, 
1872), P• -3. The personal details of Wilson's minority are re-
v:iewed in accurate and minute detail in his memorial biography: 
Rev. Elias Nason & Thomas Russell~ The Life and Public Service of 
Henry Wilson (Boston, B. B. Russell, 1876), dh. I-IV, and are 
well summarized by Georg.e H. Baynes in the Dictionary of American 
Biography, Art. "Henry Wilson". 
1 
Wilson•s father, Winthrop Colbath (1787-1860), was a poor day-laborer 
who worked in a saw mill on the river below his house. He was a tall 
man of good appearance, but was intemperate.l The boy was much more 
I 
closely attached to, and influenced by, his mother, Abigail (Witham) 
Colbath (1785-1866), who had an intelligent and inquiriDg mind. Once 
he had achieved financial competence, his parents came to live with 
him in Natick, but their influence on him as a youth was limited by 
the faot that on August 22, 1822, when he was ten and one hal£ years 
old, stringent poverty forced them to bind him out to Mr. William 
Knight, a nearby farmer. Under the terms of indenture, he was to 
work for him until twenty-one years of age and was to receive, in 
return, his food, clothing and lodging, and one month's schooling 
in winter. At the expiration of his contract he was to receive six 
sheep, a yoke of oxen, and a suit of new clothes.2 
While farmer Knight undoubtedly exacted the work due him, he was 
not a harsh taskmaster, so that the youth managed to supplement the 
meager education he received at the district school by reading about 
one thousand books during the eleven years o£ his indenture. His 
taste ran almost solely in the direction of histor,y -- especially 
1- "Senator Wilson's Speech on Prohibition in Tremont Temple, April 
15th, 1867.11 (Boston, Mass. State Temperance Alliance, 1867), 1. 
See also, Nason & Russell, Op. Cit., 15, 30; Mann, Op. Cit., 1-2. 
In personal intervi~vs with-wilson's collateral descendants and 
other persona who knew of his family, this writer was assured 
that Wilson' a £ather was intemperate. He was described as "poor 
white trash." The respondents requested anonymity. 
2- "Stand by the Republican Colors& Speech of Hon. Henry Wilson ••• 
at Great Falls, New Hampshire, February 24, 1872, u 2. Also, Nason 
& Russell, Wilson, 16-18; J. B. Mann, Wilson, l-6. For a copy of 
his indenture contract, see Natick Bulletin, Mar. 31, 1875. 
2 
American History -- with occasional excursions into the works of 
Irving, Cooper, Scott, and "all.tha then published nmbers.of the 
North American Review'1 • 1 At the end of his indenture, in February 
1833, he received the specified number ofnives~d immediately sold 
. . i 
them for eighty ... four dollars. Of greater importance is the fact that 
at this same time he had his name changed by an act of the New Ifampshir e 
legislature. 2 I. "' ' .. ~ .. .,, . ,.. 
The ter.mination of his indenture did not bring freedom fro.m hard 
work. For several months he hir~d himself out to various farmers in 
the vicinit~ of Far.mington, but after learning o£ the prices paid 
for making Bh.c/Je.a in Natick, Massachusetts, he became dissatisfied 
with the low wages he received. He walked from Farmington to Natick 
by way of Boston. Th~ journey of one hund~ed and nine miles .too·k 
four days and cost him a total of one dollar a:tld five cents. ·While 
in Boston,he visited Bunker Hill and the dingy office of the North 
~erioan Review. 3 
Adelaide c. Waldron, 11Henry Wilsontt, 
This article giveiL'interesting details 
1- Nason & Russell, Wilson, 18-191 
Natick Bulletin, Feb. 26, 1882. 
on h:ts yoUth. . · 
2· For change of _name see J Laws of New Hampshire, X, (Second Constitution 
Period, 1829-1836), 1833, Ch. 41, P• 489. The bill was approved July 
6, 1833: Acts, XXX, P• 171. Session Laws, 1833, Ch. 133. The only 
valid conjecture for the change seems to be that his father had 
become notorious for alcoholism and he wished to escape the stigma.· 
The family name reflected "no honor upon axlY'one who bore it".-- Boston 
Rera.ld, quoted in Natick Bulletin, Nov. 26, 1875. On fairly good 
aUthority, Adelaide c. Waldron wrote that Wilson's selection of his 
adopted neme was the result of his admiration of one Gen. James 
Wilson of Keene, N. H., s.nd the "fond recollection of the portrait 
of the Rev. Henry Wilson, in a book concernill& the English clergy. •. 11 
--Waldron, Lao. cit., For a manufactured account; that he ohanged 
his name as--e:-"1boyish prank11 , see Natick Bulletin, Feb. 14, 1902 
3- Nason & Russell# Wilson, 22-24 contains a detailed description of 
the trip. Mann, Wilson,8-l0 has additional material. 
3 
So as to learn the shoe-maker's trade, he apprenticed himself 
for five months to William P. Lagro; but after three weeks he noticed 
that he had made a poor bargai:tJ. and 11 bought his time" for fifteen 
dollars. He then w.ent into business for himself, and during the 
next two and one half years he worked tirelessly at his trade, 
averaging over eight pairs of shoes per day. Then, hoping to find 
a faster way of making money, he <;I~t his bench and returned to New 
Hampshire, where he purchased poultry and. produce to sell in the 
Boston market. While he recovered the money he had invested, he had 
no profit to show for his venture, so he returned to Natick and to 
shoe-me.king.1 
In the winter of 1835, a group of. men formed the Natick Debat-
ing Society, to discuss the issues of the day. This society lasted 
for five years and was merged, in 1840, with the Natick Lyceum.2 
Wilson was one of the thirteen or fourteen charter members. .Another 
was Jonathan B. Mann, who later wrote a campaign biography of him. 
Meetings were held once, sometimes twice per week, and in the early 
days of the society the main topic of discussion was slavery.· Aboli• 
tion was very unpopular in Natick~ in 1835;. but Wilson led the Society 
1-Nason& Russell, Wilson,25. On his mercantile venture: Mann, Wilson 
11. For a standard eulogy on Wilson 1 s life by a fellovr townsman "o'? ' 
Natick see: "An Oration Delivered at the Commencement of Boston Uni-
versity by (Rev.) Albert A. Felch," printed in Natick Bulletin, June 
14, 1901. . 
2• In a letter notable mainly for its awkward phrasing and poor spell-
ing, he invited George Bancroft to give his lecture on "Genious" to 
the Lyceum.-Wilson to Bancroft, Feb. 16, 1843, Bancroft MSS,~ass. 
Hist. Soc. For details on the Society and Wilson's role in it, see art: 
"Reminiscences of the Natick Debating Club--1834-35 11 by ,A.U.Thayer, 
(one of the original members) printed in Natick Bulletin, May 5, 1876. 
4 
in this issue, though it was not until his visit to the South in the 
following year that "his convictions were intensified and turned into 
resolves."l It was at the meetings of this Society that he first 
tried his hand at public· or~tory. He was not impres:alve as a spea:Jre.r, 
for his trembling was noticeable and his granunel" was poor., but his -
. i 
obvious earnestness helped carry his point. 
At this time also, he took an active interest in the Natick 
town meetings. The pace was too much for him, hwever., and during 
the winter of 1835-36 he suffered £rom lung hemorrhage. He had by 
this time aocumulated.several hundred dollars which he intended to 
use in the study of law; but on the doctor's recommendation he decided 
to journey south to re~uperate. 
In .May., 1836 he set out for WashiXlE,'iion., D. C. Passing thro~h 
Maryland he witnessed Negro slavery for the first time and was sharply 
reprimanded for voicing mild criticism of the system. Arriving· in' 
Wash~ton, he visited Congress and saw petitions against slavery 
tabled without discussion. In the House he witnessed the forcing 
thro~ of Henry L. Pinckney's resolution against the right of peti-
tion,·2 and in the Senate he saw Calhoun 1 s Incendiary Publication 
bill pass one of its stages by the casting vote of the presiding officer, 
Martin Van Buren. 
. ! 
1- Mann, Wilson, 12. . It was at this time (1835) that he may have met 
the ardent abolistionist Lydia Maria .Child and been converted to ''her 
anti ... sla.very views. -- Ibid., 12. A. W. Thayer in his "Reminiscences 
of the Natick Debating C!ubu, Lao. Cit. expresses doubt th.at Mrs. 
Child u oon"'rertedu hitn. He dates1iiiison' s def.inite orientation to 
anti-slavery with his visit to Washington in 1835 •. 
2- Wilson to Dr. L. v. Bell (Natick, July 13, 1852) printed in Common~ 
wealth, July 14, 1852. For JIIa.EJs. Legis. resolutions against the 
11ga~ ·rule" see Ibid. He later claimed that the strong reaction o:f 
the :Massaehusetrs-i'gainst this gag rule converted him ·'.to Whiggery• 
Ibid. 
5 
During this visit he boarded on Capitol Hill and sat at the 
table of Senator Morris of Ohio, the first abolition Senator in the 
United States. One day, during this time, he visited Williams' slave 
pen, on the corner of Seventh and B streets. When he expressed his 
distaste for that scene, while dining with Senator Morris, he was re-
minded that he was not protected by Senatorial imnu.mi ty and had better 
guard his speech. These experiences set him definitely in the direc-
tion of antislavery.l Twenty-eight years later, when referring to 
this visit, he said: 
I left the capital of my country with the unalterable resolution 
to give all that I had, and all that I hoped to have, of power, 
to the cause of emancipation in America.... MY political asso-
ciates from that hour to the present have always been guided by 
my opposition to slavery in every form, and they always will be 
so guided .2 . 
On returning home, he joined the Garrisonian group of "non-
resistant" -- meaning mostly non-political ... abolitionista.3 Realiz-
ing that he could not go far with his meager schooling, he invested 
the remaining seven hundred dollars of the savings he had accumulated, 
during his two and one hal£ years o£ shoemaking, in further~ his 
6 
education. Thus,. during July, 1836, at the age o£ twenty-four, he began 
; 
1- On his Washington trip: Nason & Russell, Wilson, 30-32. These s~e 
authors say: "This is the key to Mister Wilson's political career, 
and by it his public acts must be interpreted. To this principle 
of' human freedom ••• he has held, through all political changes in 
the state and nation, with unflinching steadiness •••• " -- Ibid., 31. 
For Wilson's own account of this visit, see Commonwealth, Miii=7 l, 1852. 
2--Address at Philadelphia, 1863, quoted in Nason&: Russell, Wilson, 
31-32. See also his speech of' Apr. 14, 1856, in Cong. Globe, 
34 Cong., l seas., Appendix, 394. 
3- Speech of' Feb. 3, 1846 in the Massachusetts House of Representatives, 
quoted in Liberator, Mar. 6, 1846. While non-political, the aboli-
tionists did not object to individual members belonging to other 
political parties. Thus, there was no contradiction in Wilson's stand. 
a course of study under M:h Dick!ey\- at the Academy of Strafford, 
New Hampshire. His antislavery pG:t)chant was revealed during a 
public debate on an issue' of the day: nOught Slavery to be Abolished 
in the District of ColumbiaT'r He of course toolc the affirmative. 
By way of coimidence., he introduced a measure of this nature into 
the u. s. Senate ap:pro:ldmately twenty-five years later.1 
In the fall of 1836 he moved to the Academy at Wo~oro, .New 
Hampshire and studied for one term under Miss Eastman, and during 
the ensuing winter, he taught in the district school in Wolfboro. 
In the spring of 1837 he was enrolled at Concord Academy, where he 
became noted for extemporaneous speaking and debate. During this 
time, also, he maintained contact with the Garrisonian abolitionistQ. 
He was a delegate to one of their conventions in Concord, New Hampshire 
and addressed the convention. 2 .· 1Jtlring the summer and fall of 1837 he 
continued his education at Concord Academy, but the failure of a debtor 
left him penniless. 
Returning to Natick poorer than when be had arrived there four 
years previously, he was appointed teacher at the Canter District 
School for the winter. Here he again attended meetings of the Debating 
Society. Later, after working a short time for a certain Vfuitney , he 
opened his own shop {still standing), and was soon hiring workers. 
1- Henry Wilson, History of the .Antislavery Measures of the Thirt -
Seventh and Thirty ... Eighth u. s. Congresses oston, Wa ker, Fuller 
&; Co., !S6S), 3S:18. See also; 11 Speeoh of' the Hon. Henry Wilson, 
of Mass., in the Senate, Mar. 27, 1862, on the Bill to Abolish 
Slavery in the District of Columbia, introduced by him December 
16, 1861 ••• " (Wash., Scammell & Co., 1862). 
2- He characterized slavery as "an infraction of the laws of God and 
man, a national dishonor, and an impediment to the peace and progress 
of the people" -- Nason & Russell, Wilson, 34. Details of this phase 
of .his life are based mainly on this account. 
7 
During the next ten years he prospered su:f'fieiently so that he sold 
a total of 664,000 pairs of shoes and at one time had one hundred 
- 'i 
and nine men working for him. He produced almost exclusively a 
cheap type of brogan whieh he sold in the southern market, feeling 
that there was nothing wrong with an abolitionist seeing to it that 
the ~laves were properly shod.2 
Though he regularly attended meetings of the Debating Society 
and the Natick town meetings, during the next ten years, he seems to 
have limited himself mainly to the shoe business. 
In the year 1839# however# he entered the lists of State politics 
seriously for the first time.3 Despite the fact that his early leaning' 
had been steadily against slavery1 even during the years from 1835 to 
1837 when the prevalent sentiment had been against abolitionists# he 
did not campaign on that issue, but on the other »rinciple which was 
to motivate his political actions -- temperance. Throughout this part 
of his .career, whenever the issue of slavery was temporarily eclip¥Jed, 
8 
1- He was a factor in the then prevalent "putting-outn system, delivering 
leather to the wurkers and picking up the finished product. 
2 ... Mann, Wilson, 19. Man~also retails a revealing ~anecdote: "One of 
his cuStomers who had. failed and promised to compromise by paying 
fifty per cent of th~ .indebtedness, but proposed to raise the money 
in part by the sale of his slaves, received from Wilson a full dis-
-charge of the whole debt, and was requested never to send ·any divi-
dend unless it oould.be done from money not obtained by traffic in 
hmnan beings." -- Ibid., 19. This gesture cos-t; him seven or eight 
hundred dollars. -- Nason & Russell, Wilson, 36. Both of' those 
sources agree that he was a genial boss but a poor businessman. 
3- ~ 1838 the Massachusetts Whig Senate passed a series of proto-
Republican antislavery measures. This gesture converted' Wilson to 
Whiggery and in that year he worked and voted for the party, but did 
not run for office. -- Wilson to L. V. Bell, Commonwealth,·· July 14, 
1852. In this letter he quotes the Whig antislaver.1 resolutions 
mentioned above. 
he spoke out publicly against liquor.1 In 1831, y_ea:rs before he entered 
the political arena, he had joined a temperance society in Farmington, 
New Hampshire. Thus, when the liquor issue came to the fore in the 
state election of 1839, he found it easy to run on a temperance plat-
form. During that campaign, the Whig advocates of the ttfiftee,n 
gallen lawl' 2 advanced him as a candidate for election to the General 
Court, but he lost by a small m.ar~in. 3 His tirr,e had not quite come. 
I£ nothing else, that campaign opened his eyes to the fact that he was 
irresistibly drawn to politics. Almost a whole decade would pass be-
fore he abandoned all other pursuits to indulge his passion, but from 
this time onward, his penchant was definitely in that direction. 
The results on his private life were startling. Until now we have 
seen the development of Wilson the man. During the next decade, a 
metamorphosis occurred which transformed him completely. By 1850, he 
had become so completelya politician that he had no private or home 
life whatever. We look in vain for his philosophy of living, his person-
al reaction to the minor victories and defeats of everyday life. 6f the 
small part of his life spent at home, neither he nor his closest .friends 
give us any details. 
1-He delivered addres.:;es against it in 1831, 1845, ·and 1867. See Nason & 
Russell, Wilson, 43, 55-58, and his published "Speech on Prohibition 
in Tremont Temple, April 15th, 186 7" (Boston, hiia.ss. State Temperance 
Alliance, 1867). This last is a well-written, moderate statement urging 
local organization .for temperance stressing the .fact that "No legisla-
tion is of much value which is far in advance of public sentiment .n 
2-This law provided that no person should sell less than 15 gallons of 
liquor at one time--an ingenious way of choking offsales to all but the 
wealthy. For sample provisions of the law, see Boston Post, Mar. 7, and 
Sept. 30, 1839. ----
3-Nason & Russell, Wilson, 43-44. All other writers date his start in 
state politics from 1840, ignoring this initial failure. See for in-
stance, Mann, Wilson, 14-15, and Geo•rge H. Haynes article "Henry Wilson" 
in Dic~ionary o.f' lmerican Bio&r~P~· 
We do know that on November 31 1840, when he was twenty-eight 
and one half years old, he married one of his former students, Harriet 
Malvina Howe, of Natick and that on November 11, 1846 they had one 
child, Henry Hamilton Wilson. We know also that Mrs. Wilson, who was 
only sixteen at the time of their marria6e1 soon suffered a permanent 
loss of health, though she lived on until 1870.1 Finally, we know 
that Wilson himself was crushed by the death of his twenty year old 
son, a Lieutenant, who was killed during an affray on the Mexican 
border, in December 1866, while in command of .American troops.2 
Except for·isolated fragments, the story of his personal experience 
ends here, and the emergence of Wilson the public figure takes place. 
1- For Mrs. Wilson's genealogy and character, see Nason & Russell, 
Wilson, 42 and 396 passim, esp. P• 439 n; New England Hist. & 
Genealogical Register, Jaatii, 261-68. Nason & Russell, Vviison 
P• 42 date the marriage Oct. 28, but the official record places 
it at the date given here ... -Thomas w. Baldwin, (compiler) 
Vital Records of Natick, Massachusetts to 1850. (Boston, F. H. 
Gilson & Co., 1910), 48. 
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2- Wilson was not religious in a sectarian sense before this event, 
but shortly thereafter he joined the Natick Congregational Church 
and exhibited unusual fervor. See: the "Remarks11 of R. c. Winthrop 
in Massachusetts Historical Society Proceedings, First Ser., Vol. X 
(Boston, Mass. Hist. Soc. 1876), 180; J. M. Manning 1 Sermons and .Addresses (Boston, Houghton Mifflin, 1889), 538-42. In 1867, \his on wrote a 
pamphlet entitled: Testimonies of American Statesmen and Jurists 
to the Truthsof Christianit~. (tio pub, 1867). It was typical of 
his mental cast to seek religious conviction through political 
proof. 
I. 
CHAPTER TWO 
THE MAKING· OF AN ANTISLAVERY POLITICIAN (1840-1844) 
Although I was acquainted with Wilson from 1842 to the time 
of his death, I could never so analyf3e the me.n as to under-
stand the elements of the power which he possessed. It mAy 
have rested in the circumstance that he appeared to be im-
portant, ii' not essential, to every party with which he was 
identified. His acquaintance was extensive and it included 
classes of men with whom many persons in public life do not 
associate. He made the acquaintance of all the reporters 
and editors and publishers of papers wherever he went. He 
frequented saloons and restaur~ts to ascertain public senti-
ment. In political campaigns he was the prophet, foretelling 
results with unusual accuracy -- George s. Boutwell, Remi-
niscences of Sixty Years, !, 79 • 
. Neither martiageno.r business could keep Wilson out of politics 
for long. In the late fall of 1839 George M. Herring, an ardent 
Democrat moved to Natick and joined the informal group which met st 
the village country store--post office to collect its mail and dis-
cuss politics. There he crossed swords with Wilson, who was already 
rather firmly in Whig ranks. Shortly thereafter Herring challenged 
him. to a public debate on the issues of the dfW. He was delighted 
and accepted ~th alacrity. Before the debate was over Herring ~­
mitted that he was no match f'or Wilson and asked him if he would 
consent to meet another man more versed in political polemics. 
Wilson cheerfully accepted and arrangements were made for a meeting 
to be held in the Natick Methodist Church on the night o£ March 2Q, 
11 
1840. 
By this time,the political fever of the presidential canvass 
of 1840 was begilllil.int;; to spread. The speakers found before them 
a lar&e and excited audience. Wilson spoke for the Whigs and was 
opposed by Joseph Fuller of Framingham, chairman of the county com-
mittee of the Democrats. The main issue wa~ the bankin0 policy of -
the Jackson and Van Buren administrations. Wilson attacked Van 
Buren's Sub-Treasury system as "proposing no relief to the people, 
as tending to crush the banks, destroying the credit system, and 
reduce the wahes of labor and the value of property", and ur6ed 
his hearers to no longer "putraith in an administration which had 
broken so many promises, and never fulfilled the tithe of a solitary 
one."
1 
The issues of the campaign of 1840 were mostly emotional and 
financial, but certain aspects of the contest could be embarrassing 
for a man of Wilson's background. It was easy enough for him to 
decry the destruction of the Second Bank of the United States and 
' 
the issuance of the Specie Circular. As a budding shoe manufacturer. 
he had probably looked upon,these as the cause of the depression of 
1837, which had curtailed manufacturing and brought down the wages 
12 
1- For a summe.ry of speech cited here, see letter in Boston Atlas, Mar 
21, 1840. With Fuller bested, the Democrats brought in Am--a-sa~Walk~ 
from Boston. Walker more than held his own against Wilson but compli-
mented him for his ability. This gave rise to e. life-long friendship 
between the two men.--J. B. Me.nn, in Natick Bulletin, Jan. 22., 1897. 
of laborers. But the erstwhile temperance candidate now had to ap-
peal for votes in favor o£ log cabins and hard ciderl He also ad-
mitted later that ~risp~.,:ws.s not particularly antislavery and that 
his running-mate, Jo~ Tyl~r, was· definitely pro-sle:very,1 though 
Van Buren•s record on that issue was no better. Of greater signifi-
. . -.! • ... __ .: 
:.~ .. .·~ .· . 
canoe was the fac'l:i_ .1?~e.t his adhesion to Whigg~ry made this 1' common 
. . . -
man" the ally of a strangely aristocratic party, and since the bases 
ot the parties of that day were social, as well as partisan, he found 
himself definitely in the ~anks of "State Street11 and the wealthy con-
servatives of the State.2 
In the campaign of 184~ the Whig leaders of Massachusetts tried 
to refute the widespread imputation that theirs was an aristocratic 
party by engaging a large number of obscure ttcomm.on men" as stump 
speakers. 0£ these none served their purpose so well as Wilson. 
Early in the contest the Boston ~ made the mista:k;e of deriding him 
3 . . 
as 11 The Natick Cobbler". He immediately adopted the epithet as a 
l• HeDry Wilson, History of the .Riue and Fall of tbe s,;ave Power in 
.America (Boston, J • .R. Osgood & Co., 1874), I, :U4. This work 
henceforth abbreviated as: Wilson, Slave Porrer. On Mar. 21, 1840, 
however, the Whig Legislature passed more antislavery resolutions. 
Reso:J,utio%1$ quoted in Commonwealth Jul. 14. ~852~ 
2- William G. Bean, 11 Party Transformations in Massachusetts, With 
Special Reference to the Antecedents of Republicanism, 1848-1860" 
(Unpublished Ph.D. Dissertation, Harvard University, 1922), p. 6 
says: "Boston Whiggery, in the forties, was synonymous with trade, 
commerce, manufactures,. and banking. The prominent leadel"s in each 
of these fields were members of the 1Vhig party." This wo~k hence-
forth abbreviated as; Bean, "Party Trana:tormations". See also: 
Charles T. Cra:ngdon, Reminiscences ·of a Journalist (Boston, J. R. 
Osgood, 1880) p. 70; and A!ian Nevins, Meal of'-the Union, (N.Y. 
Charles Soribner•s Sons, 1947) II, 330. 
3- See article on Wilson. in Evening Tele6raph. Jan. 191 1855. 
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badge of honor and -wap invariably introduced to his audience by that 
. . ~ ·. . 
title. He was a "natural" :fcir a log-cabin campaign. In an era when 
stump speeches were the ·~~{'p~erful of poli'j:;ical weapons, he rapidly 
became noted as an ubiquitous and convincing speaker. From the time 
. =· 
. . . 
of his opening debate in Natick until the day of election,he spoke in 
_.;_. 1~ .-. 
•.' 
almost all the oomm.un1't1~s Within a forty-mile radius of Boston, makiJ:Jg 
. 1 
a total ot more than sixty speeches. His speeches were typical of 
most of the later ones he made • He would lean sligh'bly forward over 
his speaker's desk as if seeking closer contao'b with his audience 
and would speak ear.nestly, rather than fluently, seekin& to persuade 
his auditors with facts and statis'bios. In an era when flowery elo-
quenoe modelled on Cicero and Seneca was the order of the day, his 
speeches. sounded curiously colorless, but they were factually persuasive 
and, thus., modern. While others made flamboyant appeals to 'bhe muses, 
he cited reports and quoted figures. While others called upon God to 
jud£;e the iniquity of their political enemies, he point~d out 'bhat the 
policy of the opposition was socially, econo~ally Qr pol~tically 
inexpedient. .And his efforts were successful. 
In this campaign he was again a candidate for the Massachuse'bts 
Rouse of Representatives. T.he Whigs proved nationally and locally 
that "Little Van11 was very definitely a 11 used-up man". Their men, 
including Wilson, were swept into office. 
1- Nason & Russell, Wilson, 45. 
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Had he been willing to ·follow precedent .. Wilson would have 
contented himself with observil1g :_procedure during his first term. • 
.Although he was not parei·aulariy· active during this session .. he 
was unwilling to play 'the i:li.inor· role of a fres:bman. No sooner had 
the legislature opened than' he persuaded an old far.mer to part with 
his seat up f~o~t tor three dollars. Then .. on January 25 .. 1841 .. he 
delivered his first speech1 opposing the passage of a bill exempting 
laborers•· wages from attachment in case of bankruptcy. :r.n the course 
o£ his speech he claimed that the honest poor disliked the law .. that 
11spongers" would profit from it .. and that it -would hurt the credit of 
the poor man. In conclusion.. he asked that the bill be considered 
without partisanship and moved to strike out the enacting clause.1 
His opposition to the bill was in line with conservative ~g policy .. 
but his arguments -were specious and his pleas for the workingman were 
disingenuous. They earned him the emnity of the Locofocos and he was 
soon the target of an attack by the Concord (Mass.) Freeman. This 
newspaper was the first to come forth with the henceforth perennial 
charge that he was a selfish office-seeker. In later years he sus-
tained much more virulent attacks with equanimi:tY' .. :- but he had not 
as yet become hardened to the vicious, underhanded attacks that made 
his period notorious in American history. Instead .. he pleaded with 
1- Mann .. Wilson, 19-20; Nason and Russell .. Wilson .. 46-47. The bill 
was defeated at this time. In 1850 it became part of the reforms 
sought by the Eastern Democratic industrial reformers known as 
11 Locofocos11 • It passed the House but Wa.s again defeated by the 
Whigs in the Senate. It was taken up again in the Constitutional 
Convention of 1853. 
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William Sohouler, editor·or-theBoston Republican, to publish 
articles disproving the :a.ttao·k,~ stating that he had never applied 
f'or of'f'ioe and never would. '1irh;tle he could earn a living. J:Ie candidly 
admitted that he was not qualified f'or higher of'f'ice and ~uld not 
apply f'or a menial position.1 
Despite the claims of' his biographers and his later reputation 
as a champion of' the working-men, the question persists as to whether 
he really did favor their cause. On the basis of' vague and generalized 
evidence his biographers would have us believe that he was a staunch 
defender of the workers, and many writers have sin~e accepted and 
repeated the claim. Yet a close scrutiny of contemporary material 
£rom 1840 to 1860, and a cursory examination of other pertinent doou-
ments from then until his death fail to bear this out. Despite his 
ambiguous relationship with the Locof'ooo Democrats in the Coalition 
of' 1850, and despite many protestations in his awn speeches that he 
favored workingmen, about the most that can be said for him. in this 
respect is that his support of their cause was a by-product of his 
antislavery efforts. He was ~~very quick to point out that Negro 
slavery had a deleterious effect on working conditions throughout 
the United States. It is true that his constant contact with the 
1- Wilson to Sohouler, (Natick,.July 5, 1841), Sohouler MSS~ Mass. 
Hist. Soc. The letter is addressed to William "Schuyler" and is 
written in poor English. In it he protests: 11 I never uttered 
a word through the whole contest that I did. not honestly believe 
true ••• " Sohouler came to his defence in the oolunms of' the 
Republican and Wilson wrote him a letter of thanks. -- Ibid., 
(Natick Aug. 5, 1841). -
16 
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laboring class made him sympathetic toward their general aims and 
that his later opposition to the Whig aristocracy of Massachusetts 
put him at the head of popular movements. Many writers have there-
fore concluded that he was a Locofooo refor.mer. One student of the 
period,. who relied too heavily on Whig newspapers of the .fifties .. hae 
concluded that he -was a Jacobite whose hatred of the "Cotton" interests 
blinded him to the consequences o:f radical legislation.l Vindictive 
Whig papers were only too eager to lump him with the Loco.t'ocos o.f the 
Marcus Morton stamp and heap curses on his head • This strategy had 
the convenience of simplicity. In the same way .. at a later date, 
Southern leaders and jourDalists labelled as "abolitionists" anti-
slavery men of all shades. 
Wilson certainly never looked upon himsel:f as a Locofoco. In the 
letter to Schouler oi ted above he complains: "I suppose it is a great 
sin in the eyes o£ the Loco's ~for a mechanic to ope his lips 
on public affairs."2 As we shall see later, Marcus Morton, a tru(i)-
blue Locofoco publicly denounced him, in 1851 .. as a :renegade masquerading 
as a Locofoco, and we shall also see that in the Constitutional Conven-
tion o:f 1853 he was :rar·rrom radical in his proposals. In 1858 he de-
fended Northern workingmen against the imP,utations o:f Senator Hammond,3 
1- Bean, "Party Trans:formations", pp. 61-62, 89-90 .. 376-77. His opinion 
is shared.by G. T • .Anderson, "The Slavery Issue as a Factor in Massa-
chusetts Politics from the Compromise of 1850 to the Outbreak of the 
. Civil War11 (Unpublished Doctoral Dissertation, Chicago, Univ. of 
Ch5cago, 1944), PP• 43 .f:f. This work hence:forth abbreviated as: 
Anderson, 11 Slavery Issuett. 
2- Wilson to Schouler, (Natick .. July 5, 18411 Schouler MSS. Mass. Hist. Soc. 
3- "Are Working ... men! • S1J,a 'Ires'? Speech of Han. Henry Wilson, of Massachu-
setts, in Reply to Ron,. J. H. Hammond, of South Carolina, in the Senate~ 
Marc~ 20 .. 1858---" (no identification by date or publ~her). 
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but this did not involve positive action in their favor. In summa.ry.r 
we can say that while he identified himself with the laboring class 
and generally favored their aims~ he was not a champion of labor 
in the ordinary sense. 
Of much greater concern to him was the institution of slavery 
in general and the status of the Negro in Massachusetts in particular. 
Since 1839,sporadic attempts had been made to have the General Court 
repeal a law prohibiting the intermarriage of Negroes and whites, but 
these efforts ·had been unavailing. The faot that some of these bills 
had been sponsored by women elicited from some of the members of the 
legislature sarcastic comments on their marital ambitions. Nothing 
daunted, the advocates of repeal presented no less than three bills 
for consideration during 1841. The last of these was r~ported in the 
Senate by Seth Sprague, Jr. , and passed that body. When it entered 
the House, Charles Franois Adams, among others, oame forth with a 
strong speech in its favor. When his turn came~ Wilson spoke out 
with his usual directness. He stigmatized the prohibition of inter-
marriage as "founded on inequality and oaste" and pointed out that 
no other New England State had dishonored its code of laws with such 
an enaotment. 1 The Whig House 1 wmich he had labored to elect defeated 
. . 2 
the measure by a majority of four. In the next session, when the Dem! 
oorats controlled both houses, a. similar bill was easily passed.3 The 
1- \Vilson, Slave Power, I, 489-492 reviews this episode in detail. 
2- Wilson later complained that 11the Legislature o£ 1841 took no action 
on the subject o£ slavery. 11 -Letter to Dr. t.v. Bell in Commonwealth 
Jul. 14, 1652. 
3- Ibid. 
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defeat of the measure by a Whig legislature disgusted him. He confided 
to William SchoulerJ "I want nothing to do with the \'Vhigs since the 
loth of Septelil.ber."l He had learned the bitter lesson that Massachusetts 
Whiggery fully subscribed to the national party's policy of tacit avoid-
ance of the problems of the Negro. He seems,also • to have perceived a 
deeper factc that in a democracy, orations without action, speeches 
without votes, are like mumblings in the desert. Even in Massachu-
setts, historically the foremost champion of human rights, it seemed 
that the halls of the Legislature were not the bastions of principle, 
but the cradle of expediency. 
From this time forward, there was a marked challge in his outlook. 
Heretofore he had been a Garrisonian abolitionist. That is, he had 
subscribed to the principle that the antislaver,y crusade should not 
rely on political organization for success, that it should use, instead, 
the moral weapons of conviction, persuasion and argument. Garrison 
had insisted that members of his loose group could vote and hold 
office as private individuals, if they desired, but that as a group 
they shoul~ remain aloof from active participation in politics. 
Wilson's brief experience had taught him otherwise. It was in the 
Legislatures that the Negro had lost his equal standing. It was in 
the national and Southern Legislatures that his perpetuation in 
servitude had been assured. Therefore, it was there that he could 
be liberated and reinstated to his rights. 
1- Wilson to Schouler, (Natiok, Aug. 5, 1841), Schouler MSS. Mass. Hist. 
Soc. On the face of it the statement does not make sense. The letter 
is dated August 5th, yet the tenth of September preceeding /1840/, he 
was campaigning enthusiastically for the Whigs. The only possible 
interpretation is that he meant the tenth of September coming. He was 
moat probably referring to a Whig caucus or convention soon to take place. 
He well realized~ however. that legislative indifference on the 
subject was but the reflection of public apathy. Massachusetts had 
run pretty much with the national tide for and against slavery until 
1840. Though there had been a body of antislavery sentiment active 
tllrJ)ughbutthat period, the general drift of public opinion was more 
nearly represented in the anti-abolition riots of 1835, when the Rev.· 
Samuel J. May was mobbed in Haverhill and Garrison was set upon while 
addressing a meeting of the Boston Female Antislavery Society and 
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.dragged through the Streets before being taken into protective custody 
by the authorities.1 An enormous amount of grass-roots work had to be 
done before antislavery men could demand that the General Court place 
itself on record as uncompromisingly opposed to slavery throughout the 
United States. 
At present, the crying need was for organization. Would it be 
possible to form an effective antislavery party from the existing 
antislavery groups? A glance was all that was· necessary to convince 
him that it would be impracticable. The abolitionists were not only 
apposed to politics but were such intractable individualists that 
one could say that there were as many schemes as there were members. 
Repeated experience showed» and would show# that they could never act 
as a unit. The New England Antislavery Society (founded in 1831-32) 
·refused to en~le .its;el~ .. in local politics. The Boston Female .Anti-
slavery S;ooiety might conceivably .be bi-oadened to include Massachti~etts, 
1- For an exhaustive, though slanted,desoription of the antislavery 
movement prior to 1840, see Wilson, Slave Power, I, l-586. 
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but it was inextricably involved in the .feminist movement as well 
as antislavery. Its double aims only served to weaken both programs • 
The only remaining group seemed tailored f'or the purpose. ·The Liberty 
Barty-- political abolitionists who had split of'£ .from Garrison's group 
in ·1840 -- was already organized and., at this time, was virtually mo-
nopolized by New York and Massachusetts. It would undoubtedly welcome 
a hard-working~ practical politician like Wilson i~o its ranks. 
Stills on thinking the situation over he decided against joiniXJg. 
He was still convinced that the Whig rank and .file were sound on the 
antislavery question and he sincerely believed that the state organi-
zation could yet b~ persuaded to move in that direction.1 He pre.ferred 
working with a goi:tJg concern rather than trusting to luck with a new 
one. Anyway, to a thoroughgoing abolitionist the single plank of the 
party, Which demanded that the national government dissociate itself 
from slavery by abolishing it in the District o£ Columbia and pro-
hibiting it in the territories, must have seemed like very weak tea. 
His decision made, he returned to Natick and gathered his .friends 
together in the shoe-shop o£ George M. Herring, who was now a Whig. 
There, they decided that from now o;n. no Natick delegate to any Whig 
convention would be chosen who was not sound on the slavery question. 
1- See his speech o£ Feb. 3, 1846, in Liberator, Mar. 6 1 1846; Mann, 
Wilson., 24-25; Nason & Russell, Wilson, 48. Another consideration 
was the fact that in this year Daniel Webster particularly insisted 
on party regularity. -- J~es Schouler, "~he Whig Party in Massa-
chusetts", .7¥~s!' ·.Ht..s...t; Soo.<·:.PrGceedi:r.agS:•,n., First Ser.Jvol. I., 
P• 42. 
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They would also try to persuade the Whigs o£ adjacent towns to act 
likewise. Then, so as to make themselves heard~ they decided to 
£load local papers with antislavery articles and secure outright con-
trol o£ the Norfolk County American~ which was then being of£e~ed £or 
sale. Finally~ they we~e to convert the pulpits to their cause and 
seou~e the endorsement o£ as many influential people as possible. The 
program. was modest~ but it was adhe;red to with tenacity. One of the 
1n.embers of the coterie bought out th~ ·Norfolk County American in 1842. 
As £or Wilson~ he drew up a paper calling £or a meeting in Boston to 
broaden the prog~a.m and set about buttonholing signers. He knew that 
the Whig leaders would not countenance the formation of an antislavery 
faction within the party~ so he worked quietly6 though efficiently' 
The church~ the caucus~ the county and state conventions of 
the pa~y~ the press~ the stump, the Rouse of Representatives, 
and the Senate, were all turned to account, and marshalled by 
him to do battle against iniquity.l 
Other men and groups in the State were working toward the same 
end~ and in time he was joined by such men as Charles Francis .Adams, 
I 
Charles Sumner, Stephen c. Phillips, George F. Roar, Charles ~len and 
John G. Palfrey. Together, they formed the nucleus of an antislavery 
wing o£ the Whig pa~y that was late.r called the "Conscience" group. 
Since he was resolved never to urge antislavery action on the 
legislature With speeches alone, he bided his time and limited his 
efforts in that body to routine matters, until 1846. Meanwhile, in 
the autumn of 1841, he was ~a-elected for a second term in the Rouse. 
1- Details o£ this movement and the above quotation are taken from 
Mann, Wilson, 25-26; see also article by J. B. Mann in Natick 
Bulletin, Jan. 22~ 1897. 
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When the General Court convened, on the first Wednesd~ of January, 
1842, Massachusetts and the nation were in the throes of a brief but 
sharp depression. As a member of .the House Committee on Manufacturers, 
he participated in the inquiry :i:nt O::th:ef.Pa.uses of the depression. His 
interest in the matter was such that he was assigned the task.of writing 
the ;report. He prepared it with a. thoroughness which had by this time 
became a well known trait of his. In its conclusions8 it was pretty 
much a. Whig document~ i.n: that it blasted the Democratic theory of' an 
a.d valorem tariff for revenue, and proposed the substitution of dia-
l 
criminatory schedules. This was his only contribution of importance 
during this ter.m. On the side, he could not resist npoliticking11 • In 
a. letter to William Schouler he advised against the nOmination of Tyler, 
Clay or Scott, in 1844, and emphasized that it was as yet too early to 
consider such matters seriously; but he predicted that if' John Quincy 
Adams declined reelection to the national House of Representatives and 
ran for governor instead, the Whigs would sweep the State. He concluded 
by s~ing that he would of course welcome nomination for the Massachu-
setts Senate but did not ~~e3t to win.2 This last was the first of a 
long series of predictions whose fulfillment marked him as possessed of 
uncacny insight in political affairs. The Whigs chose him to run against 
1- Mann, Wilson, 22-23 contains the six recommendations of the committee. 
2- Wilson to Schouler, (Natick, June 2, 1842), Schouler MSS. Mass. Hist. 
Soc. 
the popular Marcus Morton~ of' Taunton, who had held the gubernatorial 
chair for the second time in 1841. In the election of' 1842,the Whigs 
were defeated nationally and looally,and he was not popular enough to 
overcome both the general trend and the popularity of' his opponent. 
Out of' the legislature in 1843~ he returned to shoe factoring 
and continued organizing antislavery men for the coming battles.1 
Once more, in this year, the Whigs. nominated him as state Senator f'ro.m 
Middlesex County. This time, because of' a rule requiring an absolute 
majority for election, no one was elected from that district. The 
choice was left to the legislature, which had a majority of' mhigs, so 
he was soon seated as a member of' the Senate and named chair.man of the 
Military Committee.2 The position was no sinecure and he was well 
fitted to fill it. He had received his :f'irst military training in 
Farmington, New Hampshire, and on his removal to Natick he had joined 
the Massachusetts Volunteer Militia. In 1843, while temporarily out 
o:f' the General Court, he had been elected major of the First Regiment 
o:f' Artillery, serving under Colonel William Schouler. Three years 
later, in June, 1846, he was elected Colonel o:f' the Regtment and, 
six weeks after that, was elected Brigadier-General of the Third 
l- That he was not idle politically is evidenced by his support o:f' 
Horace Mann in the Boston School Controversy of 1843. - Common 
wealth Hist. of Mass. (N. Y. The States Hist. Co., 1930), IV, 
182-83. . 
2- Nason & Russell, Wilson, 52. He was also chairman of the Joint 
Standing Committee on the Militia -- Mann, Wilson, 23. 
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Brigade of the Mass. Volunteer Militia. He kept that position five 
years, and, in -that_ capacity,_ cOIIIIIlanded eight hundred men.l 
.As chairman of the Military Committee he wrote an elaborate 
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report on military affairs in Massachusetts and carried it through the 
Senate. His concern with strengthening the State military establish~ 
ment was probably increased by the tense Texas situation. On February 
141 1844, he also proposed increasing the pay of the militia.2 
The arrival of the ye.ar 1844 with its presidential elections proved 
conclusively that he was irristibly addicted to politics for the sake of 
the game. This is one of the fundamental traits of his personality and 
serves to explain why he trod such devious bypaths in his crusade against 
slavery. In him politics~ principle were indissolubly wedded. He 
was unshakably resolved that slavery must ultimately be extinguished end 
that the only means of achieving that end was to secure the triumph of 
a party-- any party-- that would produce that result. But what if 
there were no party willing to devote itself to that project ••• ? 
For the present, at least, he was not £aced with that problem. 
He was a Whig in good standing and was convinced that, working .from 
within, he could convert the Massachusetts party to antislavery and, 
through them, finally bring the national party to heel. It seemed that 
simple. He was soon to learn the bitter lesson that party policy is 
1- Nason & Russell, Wilson, 52.;.54. In keeping with the tradition 
of the day, even his most violent opponents routinely re.f'erred 
to him as ttGeneral11 Wilson from this time onward. 
2- Ibid., 52. 
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handed down, not up, and that in the councils of the national parties 
expediency had as firm a footing as in the Massachusetts legislature. 
As early as Deoember 1843 he was c~vasaing the possibilities. 
In another letter to Schouler, he said he hoped that Judge McLean, 
of Oh5tr:t.<r would ~eceive the Whig nomination and that he thought they. 
could win with hlln. 1 At the beginning of April, 1844, he took a two-
week trip to Washington to sample party sentiment at first hand. · Toward 
the end of his stay in the Capital, Tyler submitted to Congress Secretary 
Calhoun's treaty for the anne:xation of Texas. Within a few days Henry 
Clay, the obvious Whig choice for the presidential nomination,published 
his Raleigh letter against annexation. Wilson was exultant. On his 
return he wrote Sehouler that Whigs from Messachusetts to Washington 
expec~uccess in the elections and that this result was certain, 
"if we are not injured by the Texas question in the south ••• " In 
olosin€;, he expressed the fervent hope that Clay would remain firm in 
his stand against annexation,2 for the admission of Texas would only 
add to the slave holding area of the South. Vain hope' Clay had based 
h~a opposition to annexation on the expectancy of running against Van 
Buren, who, by more or less tacit agreement, had taken a similar stand. 
When the vengeful Calhoun encompassed the defeat of Van Buren and secured 
the nominati~n of Polk, the annexationist, Clay doubled back desperately 
1- Wilson to Schouler, (Natick, Dec. 17, 1843), Sohouler MSS~Mass. Hist. Soo. 
2- Ibid., (Natick, Apr. 16, 1844). He obviously had advance information 
on Clay•s stand, since the Raleigh letter was not published until 
April 17. 
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and came out with his fence-sitting Alabmna letter.1 This was too 
. . . 
much for many northern antislavery Whigs# who ~ediately switched 
over to the Liberty party# headed by James G. Birney. As for Wilson, 
he was furious. All the more so because Rufus Choate and Isaac c. 
Bates, the Whig Senators from Massachusetts came out flatly in favor 
of annexation. 2 T9 him this was nothing short of treachery, and he 
would fight it through to the end. He took the floor of the State 
Senate and proclaimed himself unalterably opposed to the scheme. 
~ for Choate and Bates, he had another score to settle with them. 
The General Court had previously proposed an amendment to the Consti-
tution of the UXJi ted States which would limit representation in Con-
grass to free persons, thus doing away with the famous three-fifths 
compromise. John Quincy Adams had introduced the proposal into the 
national House of Representatives on Dece.mber 21, 1843. Isaac Bates, 
who had been entrusted with its submission to the Senate, did so in 
a perfunctory manner. The Southern Senators thereupon unleashed a 
vituperative attack on Massachusetts. Senator King of .Alabama denounced 
the resolution as seditious# incendiary and revolutionary. Faced with 
this challenge, Bates meekly suggested that the resolution be tabled 
and printed# but even this sop was denied him by a vote of two to one. 
1- James G. Blai~ Twenty Years of Congress (Norwich 1 Conn., Henry 
Bill Pub. Co., 1884) I, pp. 26-37, 50-60; and T. c. Smith, Parties 
and Slavery (t1.Amerioan Nation" Ser. 1906) XVIII, 7 • 
2- This, despite the faot that in 1843 and 1844 both the Whigs and 
Democrats in the Mass. General Court haci favored and passed numerous 
anti-annexation resolutions. Sample resolutions quoted in Wilson's 
letter to L. V. Ball., CommollW'ealth, July 14, 1852. 
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Then, to add insult to injur,y, the Senate ordered that the Georgia 
resolutions, which replied to those of Massachusetts, be received and 
printed. To all this,Bates contented himself with pointing out the 
impropriety of accepting the resolutions of one State while rejecting 
those of another. Rufus Choate remained silent t;·1roughoub the dispute.l 
Bates' and Choate's hang-dog subservience, combined with their 
ready acquiescence in the scheme to annex Texas was more than Wilson 
could bear. During his speech against annexation, he moved an amend-
ment to the general resolutions "requesting Massachusetts senators in 
Congress to prevent, if possible, the consummation of that slave-holding 
scheme", that the legislature was in sober earnest on the question of 
slavery, and that it wished them "to feel, to think, and to act as 
Massachusetts men, who had been reared under the institutions o£ the . 
.Pilgrim Fathers, should think, feel and act. "2 This was indeed a strong 
rebuke, but the Senate felt so keenly on the subject that the amendment 
was adopted unanimously. When it reached the House, however, the sting 
was removed by substituting the words "Representatives in Congress" f.or 
u Senators11 • This .simple change metamorphosed what had been a searing · 
condemnation into a mild set of instructions. When the document, thus 
emasculated, was returned to the Senate, it refused to concur and a 
stalemate resulted. 
1- For backgro~ and more details on this episode,see Wilson, Slave 
Power, I, 482-487. 
2- Ibid., 485. 
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Though Charles Francis Adams remonstrated with the Senate against 
receding, a committee of conference was appointed by both branches. 
Representative Saltonstall, who headed the House group, urged that the 
debates themselves had sufficiently demonstrated the tamper of the 
people of Massachusetts and. moved that the a.mendmel:rl; be dropped.. His 
motion was adopted and the matter ended there. 
Wilson might have been willing to force the issue but for two 
considerations. First, it was common kncwledge that nothing final 
would be done about Texas until the will of the people had been deter-
mined at the coming elections. Secondly, this was an election y~ar and 
the members o£ political parties were not permitted to violate the shib-
boleth of solidarity without dire consequences -- and the Whigs would 
need all the strength they could muster in the coming contest. The 
Liberty party, which was recruiting members mainly from Whig ranks, 
was playing into the hands of the pro-annexationist Democrats bu:t did 
not seem to care.1 Wilson .. for his part, was still convinced that the 
Whigs could be converted to antislavery and thought it better to support 
1 
the fence-sitter, Clay, than to elect the pro-slavery annexationist Polk. 
Given these considerations, it ~ only natural that he should campaign 
£or the party. 
1- In his ~peech of Feb. 3, 1846 (Liberator, Mar. 6, l846),he took 
the Liberty party men sharply to task for their role in this campaign. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
WILSON AND TEXAS (1844-1848) 
Vfith the elections over and Polk elected, the annexationists 
believed they had received the mandat.e they sought. Tyler, anxious 
to go down in history as another Jefferson, pushed the annexation 
resolution through both houses of Congress and on March 1, 1845, 
three days before the expiration of his term, the territory of Texas 
was added to the Union • 
• 
The Democrats had won nationally, but in Massachusetts the Whigs 
remained in control. Wilson, who was running for reelection to the 
State Senate, was returned to his seat along with the rest of the 
slate. By the time the legislature assembled, in January, 1845, a 
clash was clearly impending. For the time being Massachusetts held 
firm and acted as a unit. Texas had not yet been admitted and thus 
any opposition the Bay State might offer to the move was still legiti-
mate. 
At the convening of the legislature, Governor Briggs delivered 
a message directing attention to the impending danger of annexation. 
Thereupon Joseph Bell introduced resolutions into the House: 
••• denying the constitutional power of Congress to annex a 
foreign nation by legislation; declaring that such (an) act 
of annexationwould have no binding effect upon the people 
of .Massachusetts; and affirming that she "will never consent, 
where she is not already bound, to place her own free sons 
on any other basis than that of perfect equality with free-
men; and, last of all, and more than all, she will never by 
any act or deed give her consent to the further extension of 
slavery to any portion of the world. 11 1 
1- Wilson, Slave Power, I, 622. 
These resolutions passed the House by a four-fifths majority and 
went to the Senate for approval. When they arrived there, Wilson 
proposed an amendment to the effect that, 11 if Texas should be ad-
mitted by a legislative act, that act could and ought to be re-
pealed at the earliest possible moment.nl This proposal was de-
bated at length and it was finally defeated by a vote of twenty-
four to eight, With Wilson, Charles F. Adams, Linus Child and 
Nathaniel B. Borden voting with the minority. The resolutions;as 
received from the House,were then unanimously adopted.2 
Not content with this action, and wishing to make sure that 
Massachusetts would stand firm in its determination·, Wilson drew 
up a paper urging a Whig state anti-annexation convention. Con-
servative Whig leaders gave this plan a frigid reception.3 While 
his view was local and was based solely on ~ia·opposition to slavery, 
they regarded the problem in its national aspects. They were willing 
to oppose annexation while the subject was still under debate, but 
they refused to let the State be maneuvered into an untenable position. 
It was obvious that if the anti-annexationists persisted in their op-
position after Congress had invited Texas into the Union, their stand 
• 
would not only bring about a North-South split in the Whig party, it 
would also force them to resort to nullification. Therefore, when 
the brash young man from Natick approached such leaders as Governor 
Davis, Abbott Lawrence, Nathan Appleton, Robert c. Winthrop and Ezra 
1- Wilson, Slave Power, I, 622. 
2- Ibid. 
3- 13'e"ail .. "Party Transformations", 10. 
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Lincoln, he was politely but firmly rebu££ed. 1 Wilson later claimed 
that Daniel Webster, the northern chie£ o£ the party, had been the 
instigator o£ this action, but that he reversed himself when he found 
that the local leaders would not.support it. This point will probably 
never be satisfactorily clarified. It is true that Wilson made the 
charge publicly in the columns o£ the Commonwealth2 and that it was 
never disclaimed.3 It is true, also, that in 1837 in his Niblo 1s 
Garden speech, Webster, speaking o£ Texas annexation, had said: "••• 
I £rankly avow my unwillingness to do anything that shall extend the 
slavery of the African race on this continent, or add other slave-
holding States to the Union.u He had not substantially changed his 
views since then. On the other hand, it seems incredible that a man 
o£ his perspicacity would not ~ee where this agitation would even-
tually lead. If Wilson's claim is true, then Webster was using the 
movement as a trial balloon and abandoned it when he saw it losing 
popularity. ~ we shall see below, there is another fragment of 
ex parte evidence to support this view. 
Despite the opposition of the conservative leaders of the party, 
the convention met in Faneuil nall, January 29. To list the leading 
spirits o£ the meeting is to call the role of antislavery Whig leaders 
of the State. Prominent among them were Charles Francis Adams, as . 
1- Wilson to L. V. Bell, printed i~ Commonwealth, July 14, 1852. 
2- Wilson's Senate speech of Feb. 24, 1852, printed in Commonwealth, 
Mar. 1, 1852. 
3- See also Charles F. Adams, Richard H. Dana, Jr., (Boston, Houghton 
hli£flin, 1890), I, 173. 
implacable a foe of' slavery as anyone in the Commonwealth~ Charles 
Allen of' Worcester, for long years Wilson's righ'f?-hand man, Charles 
Sumner~ now emerging from the study t'o engage in the battle against 
the great evil, Stephen C. Phillips of' Salem, a dyed-in-the-wool 
abolitionist who would subscribe to any movement opposed to slaver,v~ 
and Amasa Walker, erstwhile Democrat,Whosehatred of slavery trans~ 
cended his partisan predilections.! Surrounded by such doughty 
champions, Wilson.ren~ined but a lesser light. Thus far, he had con-
tented himself With working in the. background, letting others re~p 
what little glory there was to be had in fighting slavery. Now as 
later, he much preferred the substance of power to its· trappings. 
When the meetin& convened, John M. Williams, "an aged and vener-
able jurist", was chosen to preside. Then an address was presented 
which had been prepared by Charles Allen and Stephen C. Phillips. 
Wilson later claimed that certain portions of it had been dictated by 
Webster.2 · The address claimed that war with Mexico would inevitably 
f'ollow'anne:xation, and expressed the hope that the day might 
never dawn which shall behold the glorious flag of this Union 
borne on fpreign battlefields to sustain in the name of liberty 
the supremacy of its eternal foe. 
It concluded with an anathema against annexation: 
1- Also prominent: the arch-abolitionist William L. Garrison, Edward 
Quincy and Linus Child,who later opposed the ttconscience" Whigs.--
Commonwealth, Mar. 1, 1852. 
2- Wilson to Dr. L. V. Bell in Commonwealth, July 14" 1852. For 
descriptions of' the meeting; Commonwealth, Mar. 1, 1852 & July 
14, 1852, Republican, Oct. 15" lS49, and Wilson, Slave Power" I, 
622 ff. 
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Massachusetts denounces the iniquitous project in its incep-
tion and in every stage of its progress~ its means and its 
end~ and all the purposes and pretences of its authors.l . 
Despite its growl~ the address was anticlimactic because it lacked 
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teeth. The convention had been called to determine what action should 
be taken against the annexation of Texas and it had contented itself 
with denouncing the move. The explanation is simple. T~e conserve.-
tive Whig leaders had cornered the convention. Realizing that they 
could not prevent it from meeting, they 11 packed11 it to make sure it 
would not get out of hand. Thus~ when discussion of the address was 
initiated, repeated warnings were voiced against precipitate action. 
They succeeded so well in underlinin~ the dangers that instead of 
proceeding to the logical extreme of nullification, as had been ex• 
pected, a sigh of relief passed through the audience when Linus 
Child raised the standard of 11 repeal11 • 2 This proposal sounded sensi-
ble enough, though of course it could not succeed. With Texas in the 
Union who would be foolhardy enough to propose that it be eXpelled? 
Determined as they were, Wilson and his associates bowed to the in-
evitable. Texas would be admitted. This was the last anti-annexation 
demonstration by the Whigs.3 
With an eye to the future, however, the antislavery men pushed 
through a motion to form an anti-Texas committee. It looked like a 
1- Wilson~ Slave Power, I, 623. 
2- Ibid. 
3- Ed:Ward L. Pierce~ Memoir and Letters of Charles Sumner (Boston, 
Roberts Bros.~ 1893), III, 102. This work henceforth abbreviated 
as: Pierce, Sumner. 
face-saving gesture and the sop was freely granted. Wilson and his 
colleagues~ however~ had other game in mind. Texas was soon to be a 
part of our national domain -- but she was not yet a State 1 There 
was time enough for a last-ditch battle before that occurred. 
Meanwhile t4ere was other work to be done in the Legislature. 
There, Wilson worked for and won an improvement in the State military 
system. but the major part of his efforts were still directed toward 
raisin6 the status of the Negro in the State. 
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In the first dispute over resident Negroes, he had. no opportunity 
to do more than air his views. Two railroads in the State, the Eastern 
and the New Bedford" had set aside 11 Jim Crow11 car<s on their trains and 
insisted on ~igid policy of segragation. This led to incidents when 
Negroes refused to bow to the rule or when egalitarian whites insisted 
on seating themselves in the Negro cars. Within a short while peti-
tions were sent to the General Court and a series of bills were intro-
duced to end segregation. Wilson profited from the occasion offered 
by the introduction of one of these bills to voice his opposition to 
the general policy of segregation.1 Finally, after an investigating 
oa.mmittee was 'established and hearings were held and more bills were 
reported and defeated# Charles Francis Adams, a member of the Committee 
took the floor of the Senate and admitted that while a law might be 
passed, it would be advisable for the two offending railroads to mend 
1- Wilson, Slave Power, I, 492-495. 
their ways without legislative coercion. The railroad officials saw 
the handwriting on the wall and quietly abandoned segregation.1 
Before the close of the spring session, Wilson spoke once more 
on this subject. Various localities, including Boston and Nantucket, 
maintained separate schools for Negro children. When the citizens 
of Nantucket voted to continue the system, a bill was reported in the 
State Senate~ on February 19, providing that in such cases the plain-
tiff could sue for damages. It was voted down. The next day Wilson 
moved for a reconsideration of the vote and spoke earneatly.in behalf 
of the bill. He considered it, he said, the most ~portant,bill to , 
come up in that session, and the General Court, as the champion of the 
underprivileged, should protect the rights of the Negro, especially in 
the case of the Public School, which was traditionally based on the 
principle of equal opportunity for all. He was aware, he continued, 
that he was supporting an unpopular cause and that in siding with 
the Negroes,he risked being tagged as a radical or an abolitionist, 
but he was willing to take that risk. He closed his speech on a 
bathetic note: 
In retirin6 from the legislature, I am sustained by the con-
sciousness that I have never uttered a word or given a vote 
against the right of any human being. I had far rather have 
the warm and generous thanks of on~ poor orphan-boy down on 
the Island of Nantucket, that ~i97 I may never see, nor even 
know, than to have the approbation of every man in the Common-
wealth, whether in this chamber or out of it, who would deny 
to any child the full and equal benefits of our public schools.2 
1- Ibid. 
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2- ThiS and other extracts of his speech printed in Wilson, Slave Power, 
I, 496-97. 
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His motion was adopted by a large majority and the bill was committed 
to the judiciary committee. Subsequently~ a bill o£ similar nature 
l 
was reported ~d passed and became law. 
* "' 
With the-Legislature adjourned and the Texas issue moribund, 
conservative ~Vhig leaders thought the time had come to put the em-
barrassins question to rest. Their method and timing were perfect. 
On July fourth, while the people were having their national pride re-
kindled by patriotic speeches and celebrations, Robert c. Winthrop 
ended a speech in Faneuil Hall by hailing 11 Our country, harrever 
bounded" ,2 and that same night, Daniel Webster, the cynosure o£ 
Whiggery, raised his cup in a toast to 11 the Union".3 I£ Andrew 
Jackson, with a similar toast could crush nullification, surely the 
magnificent Webster could easily subdue the anti-Texas mavericks with 
it and force their return to the Vlliig standard -- or could he? Some-
haw, the magie phrase that Andrew Jackson had used to restore national 
unity, failed with Webster and only split the party still further. 
The master's bland bid for unity was interpreted as a veiled threat 
o£ coercion -- and the antislavery rebels were too much in earnest 
to retreat. 
l- Wilson, Slave P~rer, I, 496-97. 
2- Ibid, I, 638. 
·3- Pierce, Sumner, III, 102-103. 
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Wilson now formally joined forces with Charles F. Adams~ Charles 
Sumner, Stephen c. Phillips, John G. Palfrey, Charles Allen, Samuel 
Hoar, E. Rockwood Hoar and Richard Henry Dana, Jr., and together they 
formed a group within the party known popularly as the "Young Whigs" •1 
But the name did not last long. Because they opposed the entry of 
Texas as a slave state on moral grounds, they soon became more generally 
known as "Conscience Whigs11 • 
On August first they gave Webster his answer. They had sent out 
a call for an antislavery meetjng to be held in Waltham. When the 
faithful had gathered, they were exhorted by William Henry Channing, 
Ralph· Waldo Emerson, John Weiss 1 and Wilson. When his turn came to 
speak, Wilson denounced the annexation plan as a calamity and a dis-
grace and pointed out that it was only "through the treachery of 
Northern men" that the scheme had succeeded. What did he propose to 
do about it? His advice was succinct: 
.Act; hold meetings in every district, town, and county in the 
State. Oppose the admission of Texas into the Union as a slave-
holding State, and appeal to the people of the free States to 
arrest the consummation of the great iniquity.2 
He was ready and eager to follow his own advice. He secured the 
signatures of a number of influential men for another anti-Texas con-
vention to be held in Concord, Mass., on September 22. The invitation 
was issued to all comers without regard to party or principles and 
urged that the.y: 
1- Ibid., III, 102-103. or course, this was only the formal organiza-
tion of the local antislavery groups which Wilson and the others 
had been gathering together for years. 
2- Quoted in Wilson, Slave Power, I, 639-641. 
take into consideration the encroachments of the slave-power 
of our country, and recommend such action as justice and 
patriotism shall dictate to resist those encroachments; and 
if possible arrest the progress of those events which seem 
at the present time so rapidly tending to that fearful con-
summation, when slavery shall have complete control over the 
policy of the government and the destinies of themuntry.l 
If Vfilson thought the Whigs too conciliatory on the slavery 
question, there were others who thought his group too reticent on 
the subject. During the previous year the 11 0ld Organization11 --
i.e. Garrisonian - abolitionists had denoUhced the Constitution 
as a "league with death and a covenant with hell11 and had renounced 
a Union with slaveholders. When they read the in~itation to the 
meeting they accepted with alacrity. At best, they might convert_ 
the disillusioned antislavery Whigs to their program. At least, 
they would receive another chance _to publicize their views.2 
Before long Wilson became aware of their intent and moved to 
- head them off. lie too hated slavery, but he wanted to fight it 
within the Union with political and constitutional weapons. He 
was willing to wor!: alongside the abolitionists (he welcomed help 
from any quarter)_. but not under them. He was willing to be their 
ally, but not the ~-r tool. He laid his plans well and proceeded with 
tact. Vfuen the convention was called to order he imme~iately re-
ported a preamble and a series of resolutions which neatly circum-
scribed the area of discussion. The preamble closed by: 
1- Liberator, Sept. 19, 1845. Forty-seven signatures were appended 
to the call. 
2- Garrison attended i:t. "as an experiment, and to help more clearly· 
to demonstrate the futility of any and every attempt to assail 
slavery in its incidents and details"-- Liberator, Jan. 30, 1846.-
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••• distinctly presenting the issue to the people of the free 
States of an unconditional and pusillanimous submission, or 
a determined and constitutional resistance.l 
The resolutions were more equivocal. The tenth one, for instance, 
said: 
••• one purpose we solemnly announce to the South and to the 
execution of that purpose we pledge ourselves to the country 
and before Heaven, that, renouncing all compromises, without 
restraint or hesitation, in our private relations and in our 
political organizations, by our voices and our votes, in Con-
gress or out, in the Union or out ~t1 we will use all prac-
tical means for the extinction of slavery on the American 
continent .1 
William Lloyd Garrison addressed the meeting,2 but it was evident 
that he had been outmaneuvered and his speech left no sting. This 
was his last appearance before these meetings. He was followed by 
Stephen C. Phillips, another radical abolitionist, and antislavery 
speaker of various hues. Finally, letters were read which had been 
received from sympathizers like Charles F. Adams and John G. Whittier, 
the Quaker abolitionist poet. After that,the meeting was adjourned 
with a motion to meet again, in the following month, at Old Cambridge, 
Mass.3 Wilson had flirted with the radical abolitionists and had 
walked very close to the edge of the precipice. He was determined 
that this should not happen again. In this meeting he had been the 
moving spirit, but had remained in the background. Now he took the 
reins firmly in hand. 
1- This preamble and the subsequent resolutions quoted in full in 
the Liberator, Sept. 26, 1845. This and the next three issues 
contained a full description and discussion of the meeting. 
2- Speech printed in Liberator, Oct. 3, 1845. 
3- Liberator, Sept. 26, 1845. 
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The adjourned meeting reassembled at Old C~bridge on October 21, 
but immediately moved to the more convenient Cambridge Lyceum.1 There, 
Wilson was elected to preside, and on taking the chair he keynoted the 
proceedings with a speech during which he said: 
Let us at once take an advanced step against the slave-power. 
Let us act, and, as far as we have the constitutional right, 
go in favor of emancipation. Let us make it the cardinal 
doctrine of our creed, the sun of our system. Let us inscribe 
emancipation on the banners under which we rally in letters 
of light foiQJ. Let us go to the country on that issue. We 
shall reao~e heart and conscience of the people. They will 
come to the rescue, and we shall lay the foundations of an en-
during triumph.2 
Since the Constitution of the United States had been heretofore looked 
upon as a pro-slavery document, by antislavery men and women, it seemed 
as if he hAd resorted to a typical politician's trick of advocating 
radical measures while making sure not to implement them. But this is 
not so. ln this self-same year of 1845, the Liberty party had evolved 
the new doctrine that the Constitution was actually an antislavery 
document.3 This was a valuable piece of rationalizing. Garrison, who 
conceived of that document as a bulwark of slavery, had spurned it and 
had frankly placed himself outside the pale of the Union. Given the 
choice between the two interpretations, Wilson clutched eagerly at the 
one furnished by the Liberty party, realizing that if antislavery men 
could convince the North, at least, that their activities were sane-
tioned by that ambiguous document, the battle was half won. 
1- The meeting was poorly attended because of faulty .preparations. 
See announcement printed in Liberator, Oct. 17, 1845. 
2- Entire speech printed in Liberator, Oct. 31, 1845. 
3- Smith, Liberty and Free Soil Parties, 89. T~is theor,y led to the 
final disruption of the Liberty party. -- Ibid. 
As a result of that convention, a short-lived weekly newspaper 1 
The Texas Chainbreaker.was established, with Elizur Wright as editor, 1 
and a committee was appointed to prepare an "Address to the People" 
opposing the admission of Texas as a State.2 In about a month's time, 
approximately 65,000 signatures were appended to an anti-Texas petition 
and Wilson and John G~ Whittier were chosen to carry it to Washington.3 
There they presented it to that old antislavery warrior, John Quincy 
Adams. The "Atherton gag" against such antislavery petitont;~ having 
been removed in December of the previous year, Adams could now direct 
the attention of Congress to the paper. On December 10, he introduced 
it into the BOuse and moved that it be referred to a select committee1 
but anti-abolitionist sentiment was still strong enough so that the 
House tabled it by a vote of 115 to 72.4 
All these anti-Texas activities had not been divorced from politics. 
The fall of 1845 brought with it the annual campaign. Wilson, having 
served two consecutive ter.ms in the Senate, adhered to the unWritten rule 
of rotation and ran for the House on an anti-Texas platform and was 
routinely elected.5 The Waltham and Cambridge meetings were bub 
two of a series of similar gatherings held in Dedham, Leicester, 
and other localities all over the state6 and culminating in a 
mass meeting in Faneuil Hall on November 4.7 There Charles Sumner 
1- It was a campaign newspaper and only twelve issues appeared. 
2- For this and other activities of the Committee, see Liberator, 
Nov. 14 - Nov. 28, especially the Nov. 28 issue. 
3- Wilson, Slave Power,I, 644-45. F~r a highly detailed description 
o:£ the reception of the petition, see the "Report of the Committee ••• 11 
printed in Liberator, Jan. 30, 1846. 
4- tibeyator,,: :W.ov. 14, 1845. 
5- Mann, Wilson, 24. 
8- For a descr1ption of other meetings, sea Wilson, Slave Power,!, 639, 
647-51. 
7- Meeting reported in Liberator, Nov. 7, 1845. The Liberator is 
generally reliable on these activities,especially- since Garrison 
was skeptical of their value.--Liberator, Oct. 5, 1845. 
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made his first public appearance in the political antislavery cnusade.l 
Wilson may have been present at this meetin&,2 but he was overshadowed 
by such luminaries as c. F. Adams, Palfrey, Sumner, George S. Hillard, 
Wendell Phillips, Garrison, William Henry Channing and Henry B. Stanton, 
who variously represented the Whig, Abolitionist and Liberty parties. 
Yet, this frantic rear-guard action was for a lost cause. It 
was obvious from the start that Texas would be admitted as a State 
and that the most that ~~ssachusetts could do was to f~llow Sumner's 
advice and stand in "noble isolationn. Toward the end of December~ 
a bill for statehood was introduced into Congress and passed with-
out a hitche 
What would Wilson do now? Refusing to heed the warnings of the 
conservative Whig leaders, he had fought indomitably to the very end. 
In retrospect, he had reason to be satisfied. His group had been 
defeated on the Texas question, but in the course of the fight the 
antislavery members of the Whig party had at last been mobilized into 
a definite -- and growing -- group. This development had had its un-
fortunate concomitant. The Whig state party was now almost irrecon-
cilably split into two hostile factions. On one side were the Lunts, 
Choates, Austins, tawrences and Appletons, who represented the stolid, 
conservative mercantile and manufacturing interests.3· On the other side 
were Charles Sumner, Charles F. Adams, Samuel Hoar, E. Rockwood Hoar, 
1- Pierce, Sumner, III, 103-04, and vVilson, Slave Power, I, 645 ff. 
Z•· .At least :he was ·named: -cC>·~t:n• State .Anbi•'l'exu· Oomniit-6ee;:~.whicll·vnU; 
£'<>rmed 'then;~ "Li"herator, Nov. 7, 1845. 
3- They.considered the Texas question settled. See the letters of Abbott 
Lawrence to c. F. Adams (Nov. 7, 1845) and Nathan Appleton to Adams, 
Palfrey and Sumner (Nov. 10, 1845), printed in Liberator, Dec. 5, 1845. 
The Anti-Texas Committee later claimed that these. letter, which were 
widely reprinted, turned the tide agail:ist the 11 Conscience" Whigs 
in the ensuing election. See "Report of the Committee ••• "--Lioerator, 
Jan. 30~ 1846. 
John G. Palfrey, Richard Henry Dana, Jr., Wilson, and Charles Allen. 
It will be noticed that in the partial listillg of antislavery 
Whig leaders given above, Wilson's name is near the bottom. This is 
done to conform with the custom that demands that the more famous 
names take precedence, regardless of their contributions to a move-
ment. There is little doubt that if the list were revised to reveal 
the amount of effort expended for the cause, the names of Charles F. 
Adams and Henry Wilson would be at the top. 
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In a State where great store was put in family background, Wilson 
had an almost insuperable obstacle to overcome. When Adams delivered 
an attack against slavery, f~men indeed dared to impeach his motives, 
but when Wilson expressed similar sentiments, his opponents could ac-
cuse him of vote-mongering with impunity. From the very start of his 
political career his enemies had been quick to seize on that weakness, 
but it is from this time forward especially that imputations of base 
motivation become frequent. As , long as he had remained a party ,/ 
regular~ he had been partially protected by the Whig party's repu-
tation for integrity, but when he wavered and bolted, he became the 
natural scapegoat of partisan vindictiveness. 
Wh5:l:e~ acutely aware of his humble origins and his defective edu-
'·· '-~.., 
cation, he refused to let them deviate him from his chosen path. 
Certainly he was not choosillg the easy way at present. Had he decided 
to coast along with the Whig majority, his immediate political future 
would have been secure and pleasant. Instead, he elected to wal~ the 
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thorny path of antislavery radicalism. He had ignored Webster• s 
subtle command and followed where his convictions led. Even now, 
with the Texas question settled, he could have crept unobtrusively 
back into the fold and would have been entitled to a quick and 
easy forgiveness. Instead, he seized the first opportunity that 
presented itself to deliver one of his most notable -- and uncompro-
mising -- antislavery speeches. 
He did not have to wait long for an opening. At the commencement 
of the 1846 session of the General Court, Governor Briggs directed the 
attention of the Legislature to the discourteous treatment which 
Georgia had accorded to some Massachusetts antislavery resolutions. 
Wilson jumped up and moved their reference to a special committee with 
instructions that it should declare: 
That Massachusetts distinctly and solemnly announces to the 
country, her uncompromising opposition to the further extension 
and longer existence of American slavery; that she hereby deliberate-
ly declares her. earnest and unalterable purpose to use every lawful 
and constitutional measure f'or its overthrow and entire extinction.l 
He had no sooner taken his seat when both the Whigs and the Democrats 
joined in denouncing him. He had anticipated opposition and criticism 
of his recent conduct and was prepared to answer. He again secured 
the f'loor and opened with the words: 
I ~ not, sir, a political abolitionist; or; rather, I am 
not a Liberty-party man. I have no connection whatever with 
that party as a party. I am an abolitionist, and have been a 
member of' an abolition society for nearly ten years. I am proud 
of the ~e of " abolitionist 11 : I glory in it. I am 
1- The speech was reported verbatim in the Liberator (Mar. 6, 1846) 
and the Daily Whig (Mar. 25, 1846). It took an hour and a half 
to deliver and filled seven columns in the newspapers. In the 
March 6, 1846 issue of the Liberator, Garrison noted that many 
Vlhig newspapers, including the Boston Courier, the Daily Whig, 
the Norfolk County American, the Herald of Freedom, and the 
Lowell Journal approved of the speech. 
willing to bear my full share of' the odium that may now or 
hereafter be heaped upon it ••• I have, here and in the other 
branch, always advocated and supported all measures that te%!-d 
to the freedom and elevation of' the c.olored portion of' our 
countrymen. At all times and on all occasions, in public and 
in private, I have endeavored, according to the convictions of' 
my judgment1 to advance the cause of' emancipation. I have been 
a ·candidate for seven years in succession f'Qr this House or 
the Senate, and have never, to my knowledge, received the vote 
of' a solitar,y political abolitionist; and, should I ever again 
be a candidate for public office (which l do not anticipate),! 
never expect to receive from one a vote. I hope, therefore, 
that no more insinuations will be thrown out that I only wish 
to court and please " a little knot of political abolitionists. 11 
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But he was willing to work with any party,in the· mtislavery crusade: 
I have said that I have no connection with the Liberty party; 
yet I am free to say that I am ready to forget the past, to 
let bygones be bygones, and to act with any set of men -- . 
Whigs, Democrats, Liberty men, or old organizationists ~.e. 
Garrisoniani7 -- in all lawful and constitutional measures-
that shall tend to arrest the extension, and overthrow the 
the entire system. of slavery in America. 
He t~en expanded into a review of' the history of Massachusetts on 
the subject of freedom and slavery. Starting with the Texan issue, 
he pointed out that from 1838 to 1845 both the Democrats and Whigs 
of :Massachusetts had repeatedly inveighed against annexation, and he 
quoted resolutions which had declared that under "no circumstances 
what:eV.er vtould Massachusetts consent to it", and denounced.,~ it as a. 
"palpable violation of the Consti~on, a. deliberate assault upon 
its compromisesn. 
Faced with the accomplished fact of Texan statehood, there were 
three possible reactions that the Commo~ealth could adopt. She could 
submit without a murmur, or resmfu':· to the ultimate measure and secede 
from the Union. He rejected both of these courses and proposed that 
she follow the middle road and remain in the Uilion to· fight slavery 
and the slave power by every constitutiona~ means. 
Moving on to discuss slavery and the South in general,. he scored 
the aggressiveness of the South: 
At the present time,. Mr. Speaker,. slavery governs the country: 
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it holds possession of the government... Its eye is fixed upon 
California,. and turned towards Cuba; and Mr. Calhoun has even 
gone so far as to send a secret and special ageny to Hayti to 
stir up a rebellion for the purpose of crushing the negro psicjt 
republic. Slavery has its sleepless eye upon the rich ~rolll:inces 
of the Mexican republic. Our own gift~d Prescott may :--.:! yet 
live to write again "The Conquest of Mexico",. not by the Spanisp:,. 
but by the .Anglo-Saxon race; and for whe.t'l Simply,. solely,. and 
singly,. for the extension of negro ~ip7 slavery over those 
fair and rich fields. -
.And slavery,. he maintained,. WTas a blight wh_er,ker:~ it existed. As 
an example he contrasted Massachusetts,. 0 the pattern State of the 
Union" with Virginia,. which he described as 
a poor and drivelling commonwealth,. with a broken-down and 
proud aristocracy (mere pensioners upon the government for 
menial and,etty offices),. and a helpless and dissipated 
]i)eciple • .t1 
1 
After thus ~olstering Southern pride, he digressed long enough to 
trace the banefulj effect of slavery on the Roman republic and con-
temporary Spain. 
Then he returned to the attack with phrasee which foreshadowed 
the sentiments of Emerson" ana:- SeW'ard•.~ . . ,·.::"c, 
The issue is now clearly made up. Slavery assumes to 
direct and control the nation. The friends of freedom must 
meet the issue. Freedom and slavery are now arrayed against 
each other. Vie must destroy slavery,. or it will destroy liberty. 
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After that$he proceeded to outline a seven-point plan of attack 
against the 11 accursed institution". The first three points were 
typical of the antislavery recommendations of the day: to prevent 
the extensio~ of slavery into the territories; to abolish it in the 
District of Columbia1 and to put an end to the inter-state slave 
traffic. At present$ he said~ all the coercive powers of the government 
were being used to protect slavery and recapture the fugitive slave$ 
and he recommended that an end be put to these pract~ces. This could 
be done by changing the Constitution1 but even this was unnecessary, 
since the whole history of the United States since 1774 proved that 
that document was in reality an antislavery one. 
Next, he took up the various objections to the antislavery agi-
tation and stated his position: 
But, say some, the abolition of slavery an~ the agitation 
of the subject will lead to dissolution of the union. Now, sir, 
I profess to be, and am, as strongly attached as any man to the 
union of these States ••• I am for "Liberty and union11 ; but it 
must be "Liberty and union". At all events 1 I am for liberty; 
and if dissolution of the Union must be the result of the ~boli­
tion of slavery, or of lawful and constitutional action1 why,then, 
let that dissolution come. Let the Union go; the sooner, the 
better. Better have liberty without union than union without 
liberty. 
In a veiled reference to the 11 Coiil;on11 Whigs, he deprecated the timid 
conservatism which precluded agitation of the question and asserted 
that abolition w.ould not bring about the terrible dangers that were 
feared. In answer to the11 Commercial people11 who maintained that 
agitation was bad for business, he pointed out that the South was a 
poor business risk ahyway; that slavery could not support itself and 
that nwhat they cannot whip out of' their aeg:roes they cheat out of 
us". Finally I he :rej acted as 10 sheer :<"l'lOUJSense:· -the charge that the 
antislavery agitation had retarded emancipation by fifty years. As 
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for the fear that by taking such a position Massachusetts would stand . 
alon§, he echoed Sumner's sentiment on "noble isolation" and welcomed 
such an:,·· eventuality "if' we stand in the :right". 
He closed his speech by returning to the opening theme of political 
parties. He berated the Whigs for taking an antislavery position on 
incidental questions 1 but remaining conservative on the basic issues. 
They had• by this equivocation~ alienated people on both sides. The 
Democrats, on the other hand~ had shown thamselves as definitely com-
mit'bed to the southern slavery principles. In this role they had . 
gained the immediate, victories, but the future belonged to the friends 
of' freedom. 
His final words were tinged with a poignant eloquence of Lincolnesque 
simplicity and candid force: 
I have ever peen and am a party man; and I shall always go with 
my party in what I think :right and best: but I. am determined 
never to be either driven or kicked out of any party with which 
I may choose to act; and it is my pride to believe that four-
fifths of the party now in the majority in this State concur in 
the view I take of this subject, and are anxious that we should 
Commit Massachusetts against slavery. It is so especially with 
regard to the young men, -- those who are shortly to hold the 
reins of power. The city influence is, I know, the other way; 
but, sir, "the gods of the valleys are not the gods of the. hills". 
For one, I am ready to stand with any man, or set of men, 
-- Whig, Democrat, Abolitionist, Christian, or Infidel, -- who 
will· go with me in the cause of emancipation • 
. ::~ It is unpleasant for me to say what I have now said; it is 
painful to differ from este.emed and respected friends whose 
good opinion we value. I know the feelings of many who hear 
me. .All sorts of unworthy motives will be ascribed to me, and 
my judgment and discretion questioned. Sir, I have no personal 
motive: I see nothing to be gained and something to be lost. 
At any rate, I know·I shall lose the good opinion of so.me 
friends, who will doubtless regard me as a fanatic. Bub I 
have made up my mind, after some little reflection, that we must 
either destroy slavery, or slavery will destroy our government 
and our liberties ••• I shall go for the abolition of slavery at 
all times and on all occasions, now and hereafter. I loathe, 
detest, and abhor it. It is at war with Nature 8lld Nature's 
God. 
I have no apologies to make for it; and no hope of political 
reward, no fear of ridicule or reproach shall ever deter me from 
using all the moral and political influence I possess, in such 
a manner as my judgment shall approve, to accomplish the entire 
extinction of slavery, and to make my native land,. which I love 
with the affection of a son, what it should be, -- glorious and 
free, and an example to all nations. 
This was his finest hourl 
Alone, unbowed, defiant, this uncouth, semi-literate mechanic 
dared to stand in the most public place in Massachusetts and shout 
his undying hostility to slavery and all its adherents and defenders. 
He challenged his assailants; he challenged his party; h~ challenged 
the poison-pen artists of the partisan press. Let them do their worst. 
Here were his principles. Here were his aims. They could besmirch 
his reputation, ridicule his background and impeach his motives --
but they could not stop him. 
As for his resolution, it was watered down with amendments, so 
that finally a special committee, (with himself as chairman) was es-
tablished, but without; instructions, though its members were thought 
favorable to his views. It was immediately subjected to pressure, 
however, and its final report was so mild1 and evasive that he felt 
compelled to make a minority report.2 In it he wrote that while Texas 
1- It favored final recognition of Texan annexation. 
2- Massachusetts General Court, House doc. # 23, 1846. 
both the majority and minority reports were printed 
April 17, 1846. 
The texts of 
in Liberator, 
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was now indissolubly in the Union1 the entire transaction from 
start to finish had been a deep disgrace and should be repudiated 
by the Commonwealth. In the House, he moved to substitute his reso-
lution for that of the committee and that branch approved by a vote 
of 147 to 52.1 In the Senate the measure stirred up an acrimo.nious 
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debate. It was toward the end of this debate that .Senator E. Rockwood 
2 Hoar labelled the conservative wing of his party "Cotton" Whigs. The 
Senate finally defeated the measure by the slim margin of four votes.3 
It was inevitable that both friend and foe would misinterpret 
Wilson's speech. It was too easy to abstract the catch-words from 
it and forget the qualifications. One enthusiastic reader was Francis 
Jackson. He was a pure Garrisonian abolitionist 1 who had sent in his 
resignation as Justice of the Peace to Governor Briggs, in 1844, pro-
testing against the Union and its pro-slavery Constitution. To him 
Wilson's phrase.- "let the Union go11 , must have sounded like a call 
to arms. He prepared a memorial which requested the withdrawal from 
Congress of the Massachusetts delegation. In other words 1 he wanted 
nothing less than outright secession. This gave Wilson a chance to 
further clarify his stand. On March 3, exactly one month after his 
famous speech, he introduced the memorial with the remark that he did 
so only because he respected the right of petition as sacred, but he 
1- The Liberator of April 17, 1846 gives the vote and a description 
of the circumstances. 
2- Pierce, Sumner, III, 106; Wilson, Slave Power, II, 117. 
3- The Liberator of April 24, 1846 gives the vote (20 to 16) and a 
summary of the debate. 
~~§c:~~ ~~~:w:;~.~·.,::r· 
,~.:;- ~ 'ir~·K ~'.'? ~ ·~-:;:--b· :,~-!':""'­
'-· ·-o·-=~~~ ~Q oQ~6<J\;'t;io ~b~J~ 
·~.:s1~~~ 
insisted that ~ile he favored the abolition of slavery, 11 it must 
be accomplished under, by, and through the Constitution", by "sover-
eign law" and the "collected will of the· peoJ?le11 • 1 
Anyone who had eyes to see could perceive that unless positive 
action were taken -- and soon -- Whig unity was something of the 
past. What had been a private quarrel was now a public rift. The 
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great rivalry was now not so much Whig versus Democrat as "Conscience" 
versus 11 Cotton" within Whig ranks. The Cotton faction had patronage, 
mone,r, influence, and above all, the party machinery on its side. 
The Conscience clique had only principles, determination, and a few 
outstanding leaders to bolster its cause. It behooved them to en-
trench themselves as rapidly as possible for the coming struggle. 
In May, 1846, John-G. Palfrey, then Secretary of the Commonvrealth, 
called Adams, Sumner, s. c. Phillips and Wilson in conference in lobby 
thirteen of the State House. There they decided to purchase the mori-
bund Boston Daily Whig.and, with Charles Francis Adams as editor, make 
it their mouthpiece. As was to be expected, the paper led a precari-
ous existence, but at repeated conferences they decided to keep it 
going ·at all odds.2 
With the State party conventions coming in September, it was 
advisable to make every effort to gather support for the Conscience. 
movement, but domestic difficulties prevented Wilson from working 
as hard for it as was his wont. His wife, whose health had always 
1- Nason & Russell• Wilson, 87. He had earlier written to William 
Schouler that he disagreed with Garrison's disunionist position. 
--Wilson to Schouler 1 (Boston, Jan. 10,1846)1 printed in Liberator, Feb. 13, 1846. 
2- There are varying accounts of this meeting. For two viewpoints, 
see: Charles Francis Adams 1 version in ·;Reunion of the Free Sailers 
of l84B ••• ;'(Boston, A. J. Wright,l877), 20-21, and Pierce, Sumner, 
III,l06. Wilson subsequently attended at least two more meet1ngs of' 
this group, on July 2 and Sept. 5, 1846. -Pierce, Sumner,III,l06 n. 
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been delicate, had become pregnant, in January, and was now very 
ill. His shoe business was suffering from his repeated absences 
and from severe competition with large. ·firms. For the time being 
he had to curb his passion for politics, even though his help was 
sorely needed. 
The Whig state Convention gathered in Faneuil Hall on Septe.mber 
23. Charles Hudson, a conservative Whig, was named president and made 
a conciliatory speech in which he avowed himself against the extension 
of slavery. Charles Sumner arose and shattered the superficial calm 
when he urged the party to come out against slavery itself.1 When. 
he had finished, the excited assembly was rocked by heated arguments 
~ and ~ and all business came to a standstill. The afternoon was 
spent and the evening wore on with nothing accomplished. Unless dras-
tic action were taken, the Convention would adjourn without even 
nominating candidates. The Cotton Whigs, who had foreseen just such 
an eventuality, had prepared for it. ln the middle of the evening, with 
both factions exasperated and shouting at each other, the doors at the 
rear of the hall suddenly opened and in came Daniel Webster himself. 2 
Reverence an~ surprise ~ilenced the crowd as he made his way to the ros-
trum. Earlier in the day some of the members had asked why Webster was 
not present and had been told that he couldn't co.me. The Cotton Whigs 
had resorted to a~~ theatre to overawe the opposition and had sue-
1- Bean, "Party Transformations", 16-17; Pierce, Sumner, III, 122-130. 
At this time Sumner led the Conscience Whigs while Robert c. Winthrop 
headed the Cotton group. 
2- Wilson, Slave Pawer,II, 120. Wilson later wrote that Webster represent-
ed "the statesmanship of submission and aurrendertt. - ~·~ II, 121. 
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oeeded. Though he made a short speech about the Union, the great man's 
presence alone was sufficient to silence the Conscience renegades. A 
complete_ list of candidates and a platform were quickly adopted and the 
meeting was adjourned. Moral coercion had carried the day. 
Henry Wilson's name was not included in the list of candidates, but 
this was due to his deliberate choice and was not the result of Cotton 
vindictiveness. He had hinted 6 in his speech of F~bruary 3, that he 
would not be a candidate for reelection. During the ensuing months, 
his wife's illnessl and the fact that he had been continuously in 
office during the past six years caused him to decide against running 
again this year.2 Another important factor may have been the Mexican 
War, which was definitely injurious to the antislavery cause. Wilson 
later called it "that most nefarious war 11 .3 His attitude toward the 
conflict is well reflected in the following ' 1m.ecdote. On February 11, 
1847, Senator Thomas Corwin, of Ohio, made his famous statement in the 
u. s. Senate: "If I were a Mexican, I would tell you, 'Have you not 
1- Her health became much worse toward the end of her pregnancy and 
remained permanently impaired. -- Wilson to William Schouler,~ (Oct. 31, 
and Nov. 26, 1846), Schouler MSS, Mass. Hist. Soc. Their son was 
born Nov. 11. 
2- Wilson to William Schouler1 (Nov. 26, 1846), Schouler MSS• Mass. 
Hist. Soc. Wilson expressed the hope that Gov. Briggs would not 
run again in 1847 and that Stephen c. Phillips would be nominated 
instead, but Briggs remained Governor until 1850. J. B. Mann (Wilson, 
28) erroneously states that Wilson ran for the House of Representa-
tives, in 1846, and was elected. Nason & Russell ~Vilson,88) imply 
the same, saying that by the end of 1847 he had served seven years. 
They were probably misled by some statement similar to the one con-
tained in Wilson's letter of Nov. 26, 1846 to Schouler ~e abovejf, 
where he wrote: n I was not a candidate this year -- as Ihave been 
a candidate for the House 4 times and the Senate 3 times having been 
thus supported for seven years in succession". He had indeed been 
"thus supported" seven times, but he failed of election in 1839. 
For his legislative record, see card "Wilson" in file on members of 
the General Court, Massachusetts State Library, Boston. In 1847 
Wilson was not only out of office but out of politics as well.--
Pierce, Sumner, III, 130. 
3- Wilson, slave Power, II, 10. 
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room in your own country to bury your dead men? If you come into mine 
we will greet you with bloody hands and welcome you to hospitable gravesl ,u 
Wilson wrote to Joshua Giddings~ shortly thereafter: 
The people are delighted with the speech of Corwin. He has 
touched the popular heart, and the question asked in the cars, 
streets, houses~ and ever,ywhere where men assemble is have 
you read Tom Corwin's speech. 1 
In 1847, Wilson left the shoe business "without much gain or much 
regret" •2 Ten years' experience had convinced him that he was not cut 
out for trading, and, as we have noted above~ the competition from 
larger firma was ·too much for such a small producer. For ten years 
he had tried riding two horses. Now that he was forced to make a 
choice~ he preferred remaining in pol~tics. In doing so he was giving 
a hostage to fortune. Unlike most contem.pQrary public men,he hence-
forth had no alternate source of income, should he be defeated at 
elections. This fact perhaps influenced some of his later decisions. 
Legislative salaries were so small and he was so scrupulously honest 
- ~-~ 
in financial affairs that one or two years out of office were enough 
to bankrupt him. 3 
In Februa~~ 1848~ John Quincy Adwns, ex-President and the leading 
antislavery member of the u. s. House of Representatives~ died. He 
1- Wilson to Giddings, (Feb. 27, 1847) Giddings papers, Western Reserve 
Hist. Soc. -- quoted in Nevins, Ordeal of the Union, I, 11-12. 
2- Nason & Russell, Wilson~ 37. · · 
3- His 11 course up to this time ,Li8~§7 seemed to be the resultant of a 
strain of moral earnestness and a desire to keep himself in politics 
as a means of earning a living".-- Commonwealth Hist. of Mass., rv, 
499-91. At times Charles F. Adams partially underwrote the cost of 
his speaking tours.-- 'Reunion of the Free Boilers of 1848 at Downer 
Landing, ••• :(Boston, A. J. Wright~ pr., 1877),22-27. Wilson's letters 
to Amos A. Lawrence (Dec. 8, 186; Dec. 9, 1863; Dec. 30, 1865) in the 
A. A. Lawrence MSS, Mass• Hist. Soc., reveal a minute concern over 
insignificant loans. 
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was £rom the Eighth Congressional District, so the Whigs held a caucus 
in Dedham to nominate his successor. Be£ore they me-t; it was apparent 
that the three most 11available" men were Henry Wilson~ then temporarily 
out o£ the State Legislature, William Jackson, who had sponsored the 
disunionist memorial which Wilson had introduced. into the House o£ Re-
presentatives in February~ 1846, and Horace Mann, who was then Secre-
tary o£ the State Board o£ Education. In reality, it was more a con-
test between Wilson and Mann than a three cornered a££air. After the 
third ballot Wilson withdrew in £avor o£ Mann.l The convention then 
nominated Mann and immediately afterward almost unanimously appointed 
Wilson a delegate to the Whig National Convention. His selection as 
a delega~e to the National Convention·was perhaps considered poor 
consolation, at the time. As it turned out~ his opportunity £or 
i 
£ame was vastly greater than that o£ Horace Mann. 
1- For a good account o£ these transactions~ see Mann, Wilson, 29-30. 
CHAPTER FOUR 
A FREE-LANCE BOLTER (1848-1850) 
The forces -- the political forces -- which overthrew 
slavery and its two great armies -- the Whig and Demo-
cratic parties -- were organized py Henry Wilson. 
-- George F. Hoar, Autobiography, I~ 34-35. 
Despite the best efforts of the leaders of both national parties, 
our victory over Mexico~ which promised large accessions of territory1 
made it impossible to ignore the slavery issue any longer. From 
this time onward, slavery was THE great national issue.l The attempt 
to submerge the issue in the national conventions of 1848 only served 
to make public the incipient rift in the major parties. 
The split first showed in the Democratic party, vlhich convened 
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at Baltimore on May 22. When Lewis Cass was nominated to rtm. on what was 
essentially a southern platform, the. delegates from the free States 
gave vent to their indignation.2 In New York the defection of the 
Barnburners, though factional as much as sectional, found widespread 
sympathy. That revolt, under the leadership of Martin Van Buren 
and Silas.Wright, split the Democratic party from top to bottom. Van 
Buren, clever politician that he was, knew that his faction could not make him 
President, but he was more interested in "getting" Cass for his "treachery" 
1- James Ford Rhodes, History of the United States from the Compromise of 
1850 (N.Y., Harper and Co., 1893-1906), I, 215, and Smith, Liberty 
~Free Soil Parties~ 121-
2- Smith, Op. Cit., 124. 
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of 1844~ when (under Calhoun's direction) he abandoned the Van Buren 
camp to aide with the dark horse Polk. 
The Massachusetts antislavery Whigs took note of the Southern 
predominance in the Democratic party and resolved that the national 
Whig party would not follow t~e trend if they could help it. Yet 
well-founded rumors were. already going the rounds that General 
Zachary Taylor would walk away with the nomination. Taylor was not 
only not an antislavery man~ he was not even a declared Whig, and 
frankly admitted that he had never votedl To run him for the Presi-
dency was to kneel abjectly to expediency pure and simple. His only 
qualification for the nomination was the fact that his chances of 
winning were excellent. 
c Henry Wilson declared privately and publicly thAt he would never 
countenance Taylor's nomination unless he pledged himself to the Wilmot 
Proviso .1 He was willing to overlook all other obj actions if Taylor 
proclaimed himself opposed to the extension of slavery.2 If he refused 
to do that, then Wilson favored Daniel Webster as a candidate•3 Of 
1- Mann, Wilson~ 30. As early as February Wilson wrote to Giddings opposing 
the nomination of Taylor unpledged to the Wilmot Proviso and added: 
"The free state Whigs must dictate the policy of the party or the 
party had better be defeated and broken up." -- Wilson to Giddings, 
(Feb. 6~ 1847)~ Giddings Papers, Western Reserve Hist. Soc. -- quoted 
from Nevins, Ordeal of the Union, I, 203 and n. 
2- Nason & Russell, Wilson, 89; Hoar~ AUtobiography of Seventy Years 
(New York, Chas. Scribner's Sons, 1903) 1 I, 145-46. 
3- Thurlow Weed later claimed that Wilson backed Clay for the nomination.--
Harriett A. Weed (ed.) Autobiography and Memoirs of Thurlow Weed, 
(Boston, Ho\lj:;;hton Mifflin Co.~ l884), I, 577. OverwhelmiDg evidence 
indicates that he backed Webster until he a~d Allen bolted the party: 
James Schouler, 11 The Whig Party in Ma.ssachusetts11 , Mass. Hist. Soc., 
Proceedings, vol. L ]'irst &ries', p. 48; Wilson's article printed 
in Commonwealth, Mar. 1, 1852 (in this article he claimed he ·was a 
member of a "Webster Club" and gives his reasons for backing Webster 
in 1848); Wilson to L. V,; Bell, printed in Commonwealth, July 14, 1852 
(in this letter he claimed that Webster fully underwrote the "Conscience" 
Whig stand in 1848; George T. Curtis, Daniel Webster (N. Y., Appleton, 
1870), II, 337 n., says that all members of tne Massachusetts delegation 
backed Webster save one - and he backed Taylor. 
the two men, there is no doubt that Webster was by far the better, 
and, despite his equivocation on the Texas question and other anti-
slavery issues, he was unquestionably a "safer" man in this respect 
than Taylor. 1T.a:ny Conscience Whigs were not so ready to forgive 
Webster, and Charles Sumner, while unwilling to oppose him if nomi-
nated, flatly refused to sponsor him. 
On May 27, the Conscience Whigs held a meeting in Charles·,,F. 
Adwms• office, in Boston, to insure concerted action. Adams, S. c. 
Phillips, Sumner, Wilson, E. R. Hoar, E. L. Keyes, F. W~ Bird and 
Edward Walcutt were present. They decided that if anyone, including 
Taylor, were nominated without specifically being committed against 
the extension of slavery, they would bolt the part.1 and try to carry 
Massachusetts with them. Later, on June 5, they met again and ·gave 
their approval to a paper drawn up by E. Rockwood Hoar calling for a 
separate state convention, and agreed to its public issuance in case 
Taylor was nominated unpl~dged.1 
When the Whig National Convention met in Philadelphia, on June 
10, Wilson was a marked man. He and his colleague, Charles .Allen, of 
Worcester, had made no secret of their intent.2 Despite that, ·the 
meeting was enthusiastic and things went smoothly until Taylor was 
nominated.by popular acclaim. Not only was he nominated unpledged 
to the Proviso, he was nominated without even a platform.£ In the 
1- Wilson, Slave Power, II, 125; Pierce, Sumner, IIl, 165. 
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2- Wilson's letter to L. v. Ball, Commonwealth, Jul. 14, 1852. Dg$pite 
opposition, Wilson was elected delegate b,y the District Convention at 
Dedham, Charles Allen by the Worcester District convention. - Ibid. 
phrase of the day~ the man was .the platfo~. At this point the Oh~o 
delegates tried to introduce a .variety of antislavery resolutions, 
but they. were shouted down and their ·resolutions were ruled out of 
order or tabled. The assembly had already been worked up to a climax 
of tension and excitement when Charles Allen arose and declared that 
Northern iihigs would no longer submit to Southern dictation. He con-
eluded by s~ing: 
I declare to this oonve~tion my belief that the Whig party, 
is here and this day dissolved. You have put one ounce too 
much on the strong'back of Northern endurance. You have even 
presumed that the State which led on the first revolution for 
lib~rty will ~ow desert that cause for the miserable boon of 1 the· Vice-Presidency• Sir,. Massachusetts will spurn the bribe. 
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His last:statement referred to .the general movement afb6t to nominate 
.Abbott Le.wre~ce, o:r Lowell., as iTaylor's ru:oning-ma.te. George Ashmun, 
a Cotton'l'Vhig, then arose and stated that .Allen had spoken without 
consulting the state delegation and in contradiction to'the sentiments 
of the people of Massachusetts •. 
Now Henry Wilsop.' s · turn came. By this time the convention was 
in an uproar and he cleverly tried to stem the din by sounding con-
ciliatory. Mr • .Ashmun 1s statement seemed to imply that he concur-
red entirely with the proceedings of the convention, he said. To 
this he replied that he did not concur in the nomination but added: 
1- Wilson, Slave Power, II, 136. A. E. Eastman in a letter to Amos 
A. Lawrence, (New York, June 14, 1848, .A. A. LaYn"ence MSS, Mass. 
Hist. Soo.) erroneously attributed the "bribe" statement to Wilson. 
L. c. Hatch, in his History of the Vice-Presidency of the United 
States, {N. Y., Amer. Hist. Soo., Ino • ., !934), p. 2ll, also attri-
bUtes the same statement to Wilson. · 
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11 I did not come here to express a factious opposition to its proceedings .u 
. .But when the hubbub had quieted enough so that he could be clearly heard 
he threw in the bombshell, saying that he would ttnot be bound by its pro-
ceedings'.'!1 -Again he was drowned out by tumultuous demonstrations. The 
uproar subsided only when Stanley, of' South Carolin~, begged the audience 
to hear him through since he was injuring no one but himself'. 2 When he 
could again be heard, he issued his parting blast: 
I came to the con'Vention a Vfuig, committsd unreservedly to 
the principles of' the Whig party and to its organization. 
I ask of this con'Vention the nomination of' a Whig who is 
unreservedly committed to the principles of' liberty. We 
ha'Ve nominated a candidate who has said to the nation that 
he will not be bound by the principles of' any party. Sir, 
I will go home; and, so help me God,. I will do all I can to 
defeat the-election of that candidate.3 
Allen and Wilson were bolting. Would others follow their lead? Lunt, 
of' Massachusetts, jumped to his feet, protested their mo'Ve and pre-
dieted that Taylor would carry his state by a decided majority. Gallo-
way and Campbell of' Ohio then took the floor and protested th~:. nomi-
\ 
nation, but did not openly.secede. Thus far, Allen and Wi~son stood 
alone. 
Amid scenes of' pandemonium, the assembly proceeded to the nomi~ 
nation o£ the Vice President. Until now it had been generally con-
1- Wilson, Op. Cit. II, 136. 
2- See Hoar, Autobiography, I, pp. 132 and esp!'f'l46, andJ,:i.:B.Mc:Ms.ster, 
Daniel Webster (N.Y., The Century Co., 1902) pp. 292-297, for a 
general description o£ the scene. 
3- Wilson, Sla'Ve Power, II, 136. For a slightly different (and more 
natural) wordJ.ng, see J. B. McMaster, Daniel Webster .. 297. 
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ceded that Abbott Lawrence would-be chosen, but now that the dele-
gates had heard Allen characterize the offer as a 11miserable boon" 
and a "bribett, and now th.at they saw that the Massachusetts Con-
science factionwould bolt anyway, they refused to make good the offer.1 
On the first ballot, Lawrence received only 109 votes to Millard 
Fillmore's 115. The second ballot clinched the nomination. Since Taylor 
died in 1850, there is a definite possibilit,y that Lawrence, by mis-
sing the nomination for the Vice-Presidency, missed becoming President of 
the United Statesl2 In retrospect, he had good reason for detesting 
Wilson and Allen. Incidentally, he would have made an odd President. He 
had made a trip to England and had become so enamored with the British 
way of life that he minutely copied their foibles and mannerisms of 
speech. How this would have been accepted by a people whose favorite in-
ternational pastime was twisting the Lion's tail, we can only speculate. 
Having selected its candidates, the Whig Convention dissolved. 
As for the Northern rebels, they were unwilling to 1et it go at that. 
Wilson end Samuel Galloway obtained the use of a lecture ro.om in the . 
same building and called for a meeting of the disaffected delegates. 
When they met, that same evening, :fourteen men, representing Maine, 
Massachusetts, New York, New Jersey and Ohio,were present. Massachusetts 
1- Wilson, Slave Power, II, 137. Thurlow Weed says, however, that 
opponents of Taylor opposed Lawrence because the.y did not want 
ttKing Cotton /at/ both ends of the ticket." -- Autobiography, I, 
578. 
2- See A. E. Eastman's letter to Amos A. Lawrence, (New York, June 14, 
1848), Lawrence MSS. Mass. Hist. Soc. See also, L. c. Hatch, ~· 
.£!!·· 211. 
was represented by the two mavericks and Daniel W. Alvord, another 
Conscience Whig.l 
W~lson took charge o:f the meeting and :frankly avowed that he 
had called them together to take measures for hoiding a national 
convention and organizing a new party. John c. Hamilton of Ohio, 
the son of .Alexander Hamilton, was invited to act as chairman and 
the discussion got under w~. Wilson moved that a committee of 
three be appointed to work for a national convention. Campbell of 
Ohio demurred, preferring to wait until he could sample opinion. 
back home. Charles Allen promptly seconded Wilson's motion, bot 
Gallaway·of Ohio took his stand with Campbell. Finally, after the 
other members had been heard from, the motion was voted upon and 
accepted~ The three appointees were Joshua R. Giddings, that stern 
old antislavery fighter from Ohio, Charles Allen, and John c. 
Vaughan, ·a native o:f South Carolina but now resident in Ohio. Be-
fore parting, the members agreed that the convention should be·. held 
at Buf:falo early in August. 
The battle was on in earnest, this time, and there could be no 
backing down. The Cotton Whigs, who had held the reins of p~r so 
long in Massachusetts that they assumed a proprietary attitude toward 
the state government, had reason to believe that the,y could crush the 
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insurgents as they had in 1845-46. Again they possessed the instruments 
1- Details of the meeting taken from Wilson's letter to L. V. Bell 
printed in Commonwealth, Jul. 14, 1852, and Wilson, Slave Power, 
II, 142-144. 
of power and influence and ag~in their opponents had only conviction 
and resourcefulness to rely on. But if the Whig leaders thought the 
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victory would be quick and easy, they were mistaken. Wilson, for one, 
was to prove himself an opponent worth reckoning with. He was now 
emerging on the national scene for the first time and attempting the 
first oi' a long series of coalitions against the proslavery leaders 
of all parties. His opponents were to learn that he was a tenacious 
worker, gifted with fantastic energy, and that derision alone was not 
sufficient to discourage or defeat him. George F. Hoar, an ardent 
admirer of his but an acute observer as well, called him 11the most 
skilful political organizer in the Country" and credited him with 
being the one "who understood the path by which to reach the con-
science and understanding of the workingmen of :Massachusetts better 
than any·other man".1 Many of his friem:.s -- and enemies-- have 
expressed bawilde~ent concerning his ability to inspire devotion to 
his aims• For some reason, this unprepossessing and unlettered 
mechanic could rise before an audience and sway the opinion of all 
those who were not irremediably hostile fro.m the start.2 George s. 
Boutwell; whom he placed in the gubernatorial chair in 1851, said 
of him: 
At the end it is to be_said that a satisfactory analysis 
of his character cannot be made~ He was not learned, he was 
not eloquent, he was not logical in a high sense, he was not 
always consistent in his political actions, and yet he gai~ed 
the confidence of the people, and retained it to the end of 
his life.3 
1- Hoar, Autobiography, I, 213 and 153 respectively. 
2- Ibid, I, 2l7. 
3- George s. Boutwell, Reminiscences of Sixty Years (New York, McClure, Phillips & 
1892) I, 229. 
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What kind of man was this? Even his closest friends and colleagues 
could not fathom the mystery of his success. Perhaps they studied 
him too closely and paid too little attention to his circumstances. 
To put it very simply, he provided the precise qualities of leader-
ship that were demanded by the times. He filled the void that was 
being created by the failure of Whig leadership_ locally and Demo-
cratic leadership nationally. Both parties in their. own spheres 
failed to sense the fine distinction that existedbetween compramise 
and expediency, on the slavery question. Demoralized by the inter-
play of deteriorative rivalry, both parties failed to g~e accurately 
the rising force of moral indignation that it instilled in the North. 
As we shall see later, even a statesman of Webster•s caliber was over,;. 
awed by the strident voices of Southern sectionalism and confused the 
maintenance of the Union with the maintenance of the status quo. 
In Massachusetts the picture was much darker and the crisis came 
sooner. There,the Democratic party had already become associated 
with slavery. The one hope of the .State seemed to li~ in the Whig 
party, and as long as i ~ maintained an uncertain front against the 
"peculiar institution .. , it succeeded. In 1848., however,; it was so 
preoccupied with the maintenance of national party unity that it 
ignored the will of the people in the State and was doo.med to even-
~ 
tual destruction. Henry Wilson had_peroeived this vital truth because 
he had his ear close to the ground. He knew what the people wa.nted 
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because he was in constant contact with them. He had repeatedly 
pointed out to the leaders the consequences o£ their subserviency. 
Had they but made a gesture -- however empty and futile -- against 
the nomination o£ Taylor, they might well have kept their following 
a while longer. The plain £act was that, despite repeated victories 
at the polls, the state party was in dire straits. Whiggery was 
becoming synonymous with caste and privilege.1 Its leaders were 
men of intelligence and integrity, but they were overwhelmingly 
drawn i'romthe close corporatio;n of' Boston's 11best society" and they 
increasingly identified lVhig interests with their own. To them,it 
seemed inconceivable that the people would not support forever a 
party that stood for good government and property. They could not 
understand why fanatics Within the party should insist on alienating 
a good customer like the South by interfering with its do.mestie in-
stitutions. What had once been a strong conservative party with 
vigorous and capable leaders .. receiving state-wide support, was now 
becoming a timid, reactionary group isolated in Boston. Nothing so 
we~l typifies the trend as the contrast b6bween John Quincy Adams, 
the 11 0ld Man Eloquent", and Edward Everett, the 11 elegant scholar". 
Both came from the very best families in Massachusetts. Both were 
possessed of intelligence, culture and good breeding. Though not 
an antislavery advocate, Adams looked upon the slave oligarchy o£ 
1- See Bean, "Party Transformations", passim, esp. pp. 376-377 for 
general appraisal of Whig trend toward ultra-conservatism. 
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of the South as a menace and t,ought its imperious and undemocratic 
demands until he died in the u. s. House of Representatives. Everett 
brought to the Senate of .the United states a timidity which was soon 
unnerved by the slashing attacks of Southern fire-eaters. A year 
had not passed before he was pleading ill health and retiring to more 
congenial pursuits. Thereafter he favored conciliating the South at 
almost any price• This type of uleadership11 Wilson could not abide. 
As along as there was ~chance that Whiggery would fight slavery he 
. ! . 
had remained faithful to .the party and overlooked its shortcomings 
in other directions. Now he was satisfied that on the great issue 1 ~t~ 
would rather surrender than l~se the election.1 With his going,the 
Whigs lost a valuable man. He was th~~r strongest link with the common 
people of Massachusetts. 
Immediately after his return home 1 he issued an address to the 
Whigs of the Eighth Congressional District, giving the reasons for 
his action and requesting their approval of it. By that time news 
of Taylor's nomination had reached Boston and the Conscience Whigs 
had published E. R. Hoar's call for a mass convention oftt all persons 
opposed to the election of Cass and Taylor:~~2 This meeting was truly 
non-partisan1 containing as it did fo~er members of the Whig, Demo-
cratic and Liberty parties, though, of course, the Whig element pre-
dominated. 
The meeting convened at Worcester on June 28, as requested. There 
1- "Speech in the Senate ••• July2, l85fD, ••• n (Wash,, Buell and Blanchard, 
prs., 1856), P• 4. 
2- Hoar, Autobiography:, I, 146-148 contains the text of the call. 
the leaders explained why they had bolted the Vfuig conventic·n and 
expressed their desire to organize the sentiment of the State for 
the Wilffiot Proviso. A committee was forthwith appointed to prepare. 
an address and resolutiqns. Stephen c. Phillips was chairman and 
wrote the document. One of its resolutiOl"S warmly thanked Allen and 
Wilson for 11 the fidelity,consistency, de.ois~on, and boldness with 
which they performed their duty11 , and declared that "this convention 
her~by ratifies their acts, and assures them that their services 
will be held in grateful and proud remembrance by the people of 
1 Massachusetts. 11 After that, two deleGates from each of the three 
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main parties represented were chosen to attend the Buffalo convention, 
and a state committee of fourteen was appointed, with Charles F. Adams 
as chairman~ Then the balance of the meeting was devoted to addresses 
by Wilson, Amasa Walker (Dem.), J. c. Lovejoy (Liberty), c. F. Adams, 
Joshua Giddings, who had come from Ohio, and others.2 The climax 
came when Charles Sumner mounted the speaker's stand e.nd delivered a , 
speech of characteristic thoroubhness and force. 
As time went on, it becrume evident that the meetin6 would succeed. 
A new party, the Free Soil party, was being formed out of the discon-
tented elements of the three other parties• This was a radical move, 
and there were many who preferred to wait until it ~s firmly establish-
ed before breakin.; away from their re6ular affiliatiorJS. One of these 
was Rorace Mann. When given the interim .appointment to succeed John 
1- Wilson , Slave Power, II, 146. Wilson's speech of Feb. 24, 1852, 
printed in Commonwealth, hla.r. 1, 1852. Charles ~umner also moved 
a vote of thanks to Allen and Wilson.--Pierce, Sumner, III' 166. 
2- Hoar, Autobiography, I, 148. 
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Quincy Adams in the national House, he was definitely an antislaver.1 Whig. 
In a letter of June 22, Wilson had urged him to come and speak, or at 
least to write to the Worcester convention, but he had remained silent.1 
Later, on July 10, Wilson wrote to him again urging him to come out open-
ly against Tayler, but still he did not move.2 Finally, on August 2,·H. 
c. Fisher wrote to him saying that there was a movement in the upper 
part of Norfolk County to nominate Wilson for the national House because 
the Free Soil leaders thought him safer on the slavery guestion.3 It 
would be· invidious to suggest that such personal considerations changed 
Mann's course, but he did make a speech soon after in which he repudiated 
the Vfuig ticket. He was typical of many others who preferred to wait and 
see. 
Of all the question marks in Free Soil minds, the 1ar6est was 
placed behind the n~e of Daniel Webster. Where would he stand? He 
was the logical man to lead the movement. He had sent his son, Fletch-
er, and a few other friends as observers to the Worcester convention. 
!n his speech to the convention, E. Rockwood Hoar had said that he was 
authorized to say that_Webster "had not corunitted himself to the support 
of General Taylor, and also that he and his friends sympathized with 
the purposes of the convention."4 It was a guarded statement, but it 
buoyed up the hopes of the audience. A day or two after the convention 
1- Wilson to Horace Mann,(Natick, June 22, 1848), Mann MSS* Mass. Hist. 
Soc• 
2~ Ibid. July 10, 1848. 
3- Fii:her to MannABoston, Aug2, 1848), Mann MSS.Mass. Hist. Soo. 
4- Details on Webster f~om Wilson, Slave Power, II, 147-148. 
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Fletcher Webster earnestly invited Wilson and Charles Allen to confer 
with his father. The first visit was in vain since Webster was out of 
town. Vfuen he returned , Wilson called at his office and gives the 
' . 
following account of the interview: 
Mr. Webster commend.edvery highly the resolutions and the address 
of the Worcester convention, and expressed his confidence in the 
gentleman who had called it and participated in it~ many of whom 
he recognized not only as political but personal friends. In re-
sponse to a question as to the purposes of those engaged in the 
movement, Mr. Wilson replied that they intended to create and com-
bine a public sentiment which would uphold those statesmen who were 
in favor of the Wilmot proviso, and break down those who opposed 
it; that they desired to unite all those who would resist and over-
throw the dominating influences of the Slave Power, and restore 
the government to the policy of its founders; that, in fact, they 
would make u a North". W.~r. Webster replied with much tBeling that 
there had never been a North; that, when he and others had striv-
en to resist the demands of the South, they had been overborne by 
Northern men, by the representatives ot such States as Maine, New 
Hampshire~ Connecticut, New York, and Pennsylvania. He admitted 
that if the proposed convention at Buffalo could so concentrate 
public sentiment as to sustain those who were true to Northern 
rights and interests, they would achieve a greaf and much~desired 
result. But he doubted their ability to. do it. ·· 
This report seems to be substantially correct. Webster was indeed in-
yerested i-n and sympathetic with the Free Soil movement. This did not 
mean he would associate himself with it. A few years later Wilson 
implied that Webster would have accepted the nomination of the Buffalo 
convention and that it was not until the convention had settled on Van 
Buren that he endorsed Taylor.2 The second part of this statement is 
true, but the first is not. Webster sat on the fence until after the 
Buffalo convention had nominated Van Buren, a man he distrusted.3 Then, 
1- Ibid., II~ 148. See also his speech of Feb. 24, 1852 quoted in ~­
conwealth, Mar. 1~ 1852. 
2- Wilson 1s letter to Dr. L. v. Bell in Commonwealth, July 14,:1852 .. 
3- Hoar, Autobiography, I, 149~150, quotes letter from Webster to E. R. 
Hoar to that effect. See also: G. T. Curtis, Life of Daniel Webster 
(N. Y.,D. Appleton and Co. 1870), II, 339-348; J.B. McMaster, Daniel 
Webster (p.300) believed Webster made a mistake in not joining the 
Freesoilers "so far as principles were con~erned- +.hA n1~+~n~ ~ 9 ~~~~ 
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in his Marshfield speech of September first, h~ gave half-hearted 
endorsement to the Taylor nomination~ which he characterized as 
11 not fit to be made 11 • 
The Buffalo convention of the Free Soil party met as scheduled on 
August 9. There the excitement which had been growing during June and 
July came to a head. To the consternation of many, political expediency 
prevailed over moral considerFtions and the most 11 available1t ce.ndi-
date was found to the the leader of the New York Barnburner faction 
none other than Martin Van Buren!1 James Ford Rhodes, speaking of this 
says: 
The selection of Martin Van Buren to head an antislavery movement 
partook of the grotesque. The enthusiasm with which sincere 
antislavery men rallied to his support was singular, when we 
call to mind that some years previously he had been denounced 
as a "Northern man with Southern principles .• 2 
With the ease of a practiced politician, Little Van temporarily changed 
his spots and throughout the campaign inveighed against slavery--and 
with characteristic fluidity retuxned to the pro-slavery Democratic 
fold in time for the next presidential election. I£ there was any console.-
tion for the Massachusetts Free Soiler, it lay in the fe.ct that Charles 
F. Adams was selected as his runningmate. To Wilson, 11 one of the lead-
ill6 spirits" of the convention, the selection of the Red Fox of Kinder-
hook for the Presidency must have been a bitter pill indeed. Vihen he 
had first seen Van Buren, the latter was presiding over the national 
1- Charles F. Adams later claimed he selected Van Buren and gave his 
reasons for the move. --Reunion of the Free Soilers of 1848, at 
Downing Landing, Hingham., Mass., Aug. 9, l877 (Boston, A.J. Wright, 
pr., l877),p.22-27. John B. Alley,in Ibid., p. 52, summarizes the 
objections to the nomination of VanBuren. 
2- Rhodes, Hist. of u. S. , I, 97. 
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Senate and it was his casting vote that passe<l Calhoun's Incendiary 
Publications billl But then. even the proceedings of the convention were 
not very satisfactory to the Conscience Whigs., since Salmon P. Chase 
wrote the platform and he favored coalition with the Democrats to achieve 
Free Soil ends.1 It was an inauspicious start for a party that prided 
itself on the purity of its antislavery aims. Betvreen Philadelphia 
and Buffalo., the only advanta@e iihat had been gained was that the 
candidate was definitely committed to the non-extension of slavery. 
At best., ~~lson could claim that at Philadelphia it was the candidate 
that counted -- and he was pro~slevery ~- while at Buffalo it was the 
platforn that counted -- and that was very definitely antislavery. 
A notable difference between the Free Soil party and itv predecessor, 
the Liberty party., was that the Free Sailers specifically prohibited the 
endorsement of anyone nominated by other parties. In this manner it 
strove to keep its identity. Unfortunately., it fell into another 
error equally fatal, From iihe very first,it coalesced with other 
groups which really did not share its principles. Though its con-
tribution to the antislavery cau,se was great, its reputation was im-
paired by the charge that it was a win-at-any-cost party. Its suo-
cessor, the Republican party, avoided both pitfalls. While welcoming 
all antislavery men from all parties~ it refused to j o.in with any other-
party to achieve its goal. 
It is easy enough~ at this distance to critipize the decision 
1- For a good summary of the Free Soil platform see T. c. Smith, 
Liberty and Free Soil Parties.,~l40._ 
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of the two earlier parties if one ignores the hard facts that faced 
them. Their d•lemma consisted of choosing betvreen an impossible ideal 
and a practicable --tho~h dangerous -- approach which nught succeed. 
Knowing as they did that the American political system was arranged to 
discourage third parties, they realized that their chances of success 
were virtually nil because of the small number of faithful adherents 
to their eause. As long as they remained an insighificant splinter 
party they could not hope to influence the course of legislation on 
slavery. In politics, nothing succeeds like initial success. lf,by 
hook and crook they could attain a balance of power betvJeen the two 
I 
major parties, they could the~ impose their views by playing them off 
against each other or conv.ert:ing 6ne of them to their platf'o:rm. The 
choice was as simple -- and repulsive -- as that. Of the two paths cho-
sen by these early parties, that of the Free Soilers was decidely b~tter, 
since they at least had a definite organization instead of an amorphous 
conglomeration of af'filiates. 
In any case, the antislavery men of 1848 had to content them-
selves with the platform, policy, e.nd candidates of the Burralo con-
vention. In Massachusetts, at least, it was so popular that George F. 
Hoar estimated that "it included among its supporters almost every man 
ih the Commonwealth old enough to take part in politics who has since 
acquired any considerable reputationtt. His partial listing bears him 
out: Charles Sumner, Charles F. Adams, John A • .Andrew, John G. Palfrey, 
Anson Burlingame, Samuel G. Howe, Stephen c. Phillips~ Samuel and E. R. 
Hoar, Richard H. Dana~ Erastus Hopkins, William Claflin, and of course 
1 Henry Wilson. Even the Locofoco Democrats and ex-governor, Marcus Mor-
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ten joined the ranks ths.t year. The only hold out of conse'.iuence, as 
we have seen, was Daniel Webster. 
If Wilson had any misgivinc;s about his party, they did not deter 
him from enterin0 into the campai0n with ferocious energy. Once asain 
he was ubi~uitous: counselling, speo.kin~;:;, listening, advising and trav-
elline;, about from early mornint;; to very late e.t ni2,;ht. One writer notes 
that he, John P. Iiale of New Hampshire, and Charles ~umner were the three 
"most acti7e and ardentt1 Free'Soil speakers in Kew England thet yeer.1 
Not satisfied with limitinb himself to his personal efforts on the 
speaker's podiumll he decided to enter the journalistic field as well. 
In September he joined with William S D£\lllrell, a publisher, and Curtis 
C. Nichols to buy the Boston Republican, and make of it ·a successor to 
the defunct Daily \Vhig. From that time until January, 1851, it ap-
peared under the name of Daily Republican, Semi-Weekly Republican. and 
2 Weekly Emancipator and Republican. The political creed of the paper was: 
1- Isaac N. Arnold, Life of Abraham Lincoln (Chicac;o, HcClurg & Co., 1891), 
105. Typical·of this grass-roots method of approach was the street by 
street and house by house canvass which he directed in f!atick during 
the can.pai€;n• For details see R. E. Farwell's account in l'Jatick Bull- . 
etin, June 26, 1896. 
2- Its format was similar but ini'erior to that of contemporary newspapers 
and deteriorated as time went on. It started as a four-page paper 
of which approximately 85% of the linea0e was textual ~nd 15%, ad-
vertizing. The textual ma.terial was akost entirely political (ex-
cept f'or occasional serial novels like Hawthorne's "The Gree.t Stone 
Face") and reviewed the slavery and antislavery. news of the week. 
S~ortly before its demise, its space was allotted as follows: the 
front page was evenly divided between news and advertisements, the 
second pase was editorial (larsely reprints from other papers), while 
the third and fourth pages were c;iven over entirely to advertisements. 
Editorially it was nondescript e.fter "Warrington" left. It wBs bou;;:;ht 
out by the Free Democratic Dommonwealth at the end of 1850. See notice 
in Commonwealth Jan. 1, 1851. 
No eY.tension o~ slavery over the Territories; no more slave 
territory to be added to the Union; nor more slave States to 
be admit~ed into the Union; no compromise with slavery must 
be made.-
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Its motto was: "Liberty the Right o~ All-- the Ballot Box its Defense •1 
Wilson contributed most of the original artioles 1 as well as the book 
notices.4 At the start he hired William S. Robinson (better knawn as 
"Warrington"), the Orestes Brownson of the antislavery crusade. It 
must have been.an amusing spectacle to see the eminently circ'Uillspect 
Vlilson hitched to the same team as the brilliant and controversial 
Robinson1 who subscribed to the naive theory that he 8ould best serve 
the cause by printing the bald, ~disciplined truth as he saw it. He 
was constitutionally incapable 0~ slanting his editorials to suit the 
behests of the partisan publishers o~ his day. 
By February, 184·9, Wilson came to the conclusion that Robinson 
must either be curbed or leave the paper. He wrote a letter to him 
i~orming him that his salary would be cut by ~ive dollars per week. 
The lettev is worth copying to shaw howWilson handled a difficult 
situation: 
W. s. Robinson, Esq. 
Dear Sir, --Much co~pl~nt has been made to us about· the paper 
since the election LRf 181§1, and a change would have been made ear-
ly in December; but I endeavored to keep you. But, two or three 
weeks ago, I consented, on certain conditions, that a change should 
be made; and Mr. Smith, who edited 11The Hartford Courant", was sent 
to and engaged. He is here, and will go to work ne:A-t ~li:onday at 
twelve dollars per week. I want to do the best I can for you, now 
the paper is in my possession; and I make you the ~allowing o~fer, 
which is the best I can do: I will give you fifteen dollars per 
week; and you can change any time, i~ yo3t 'think it not £or your :in-
terest, by giving me a fevv day\3 notice. You are to stand on an 
1- E.g. Emancipator and Republican, Jan. 5, 1849.11 
2· NaSon end Russell, Wilson, 91• 
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equality with Mr. Smith, --neither to appear in the pap~r as 
editors,. but both to do what you can to mak~ the pe.per what I want 
it to be.· After a few day~_, I mean to be in the office all or 
nearly all of the time; an,. I intend to organize a caass of 
writers so ·as to make the paper what I want. I desire to have 
the control of it, but do not intend at_present to have the 
name of any one as editor in it. I may engage Mr. J. G. Palfrey. 
No announcement need be· made about the change. Mr. &'mith ex-
pected to be the head in the office_, but is satisfied ·with this 
arrangement. I feel friendly to you> you may be assured; but 
this is the best arrangement I can make. Let me know what you 
can do about it. Our expenses are many_, and I don't know how 
we shall succeed: so I must get the expenses as low as po~sible. 
· .Yo-u,rs~ 
H. Hilson. 
Robinson's reply was brief and pointed --he quit on the spot and re-
turned to Lowell_, where he again started his own paper.a 
Wilson's paper had a precarious hold on life. During the first 
year of its existence it was a daily. ~uring the campaign of 18481 it 
enjoyed a brief popularity. After that it went into a decline. His 
partners read the handwriting on the wall and withdrew, leaving him to 
1 
cope as best he could with the mounting debt. When he took sole control 
of the sheet early in 1849_, he reor.ganized the staff_, as seen above, 
and pumped_in more money. He no doubt believed that a politician 
whose ear was so finely attuned to the sentiment of the people' could 
surely succeed as a journalist. Bitter expe; ience soon proved him 
wrong. Despite his best efiorts_, the anaemic publication grew1weaker 
and weaker. By the end of the first year it was transformed into a 
semi-weekly and weekly and kept on sinking. Finally , ·he merged it 
-
with the Emancipator and turned it into a weekly. It hobble~ along in 
this fashianuntil 1851_, when it collapsed_, leaving him seven thousand 
1- Mrs·. Willam. S. Robinson, edu 11Warrington" Pen-Portraits (Boston_, Mrs. 
Robinson pub. 1877)_, 41-42.Contains the text of the letter. 
2-Robinson, "Warrington"_, 41-42. 
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dollars poorer.1 His one consolation was that during the two years of 
its existence he had had a mouthpiece for his views and had perhaps 
made a few more converts to the cause. 
When the campaign o.f 1848 came to a close 11 after a contest of un-
2 
parallelled bitterness and blaokguarciism", it resulted in a Taylor 
victory. As for the F~~e Soil party, thou6h it made a much stronger 
showing than the old Liberty party ever had, Van Buren did not carry 
a single State. The. chief result of his candidacy was to split the 
New York Democratic vote so badly that Taylor carried it and thMa won 
a majority vote of the electoral college.3 Taylor also carried Massa-
chusetts, where the Free Soil defection seems to have hurt the Democrats 
much more than the 'Whigs. 4 
In recognition of his efforts in behalf of the new party, Wilson 
was made its chair.man in 1849, and held the post for four years.5 It 
1- Nason & Russell~ Wiison, 90. The Twentieth Century Biographical 
Dictionary of Not~ble Americans (Boston, R. Johnson, ed., 1904) 
erroneously states that he was editor until 1857. Anson Burlingame 
harshly but accurately described it as 11 a. sickly paper" and W1ilson 
as "altogether beyond his de'pth in editin.. a newspaper"--Burlingame 
to R.C. Winthrop (Sept. 19, 1850), ·quoted in:; R.C. Winthrop, Jr., 
A Nemoir of Robert c. Winthrop (Boston, Little Brown & Co, 1897), 141. 
2- Smith, Liberty and Free Soil Parties, 154-155. 
a;. Smith, Parties and Slavery, 8. 
4- James Schouler, 11 The. Vfuig Party in Massachusetts11 -..-:'Masfh Hi~t, 
soe·;. Pr6o!ied.i»81i .L, P• 48-49. w. G. Bean agrees wftli. ·s-ch"o'ul'er• s 
conclusion, yet his own calculations shaw that the Free Soil 
party was composed of 45% former Democrats and 55% former Whigs. 
--"Party Transformationstt, 31-34, · 
5-Nason & Russell, Wilson, 91. J. B. Mann (Wilson, 29) says Wilson 
was a candidate for the· Speaker ship of the House in 1849 and that 
he was defeated. This occurred in 1850. Wilson was not in the 
legislature in 1849. 
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was a position which demanded a great amount of hard work and conferred 
power of a sort without much glory. As such, it admirably fitted his 
ambition. He was an inveterate manipulator and organizer who valued 1h e 
substance of power far above its trappinbs• When he did accept office 
it was principally as a means to an end rather than an end in itself • 
.As sole O't"mer of the party organ and chairman of the state committee, 
he was in a marvelous position to direct the destinies of the Free 
Soilers as he saw fit. Realizing his opportunity~ he plunged into the 
work with enthusiasm and boundless energy.l 
Looking over the results of the last eleption, he saw that in spite 
of the encouraging results~ the Free Soilers were still little more 
than an ineffectual splinter party. They had part1.y abandoned their 
high ideal so as to achieve immediate success, but the results .had 
not met their expectations. With the elections over, they could 
choose one of three courses. They could join with the· Democrats, 
rejoin the Whigs~ or go it alone. 
The possibility of rejoining the Whigs was immediately rejected. 
That party had carried the state in spite of the Democrats and the Free 
Soilers and wa<S.' in no mood to dicker with the insurgents who had 
weakened their chances of success. The Brae Sailers had deliberately 
and impudently violated the shibboleth of party unity at election time 
1 .. J. B. Mann 1 under the pseudo~ ".Arlington11 wrote of him in 1885: 
1tfor one who was so celebrated as a party manager, Vlilson had tt. good 
deal of impulsiveness, and acted often in the most inconsistent 
manner. He would sometimes enga5e in a canvass like one experiencing 
his tfirst17 campaign ... --Natick Bull~in, Nov. 20, 1885. In this 
same article Mam.also notes that Wilson's reaction to ~respective 
viotQr,y or defeat in an election was so obvious that it was ·useless 
to try to hide it. When the outlook was poor>thiswas a defimite 
disadvantage to his campaigning. 
and could now stew in the juice or their own making. Unconditional 
surrender was their price for peace. 
With that door slemm.ed shut• the Free Sailers were left with the 
alternative of going it alone or joining forces with the Democrats. 
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Here again it was a matter of choosing between the ideal ani the prac-
tical. The ~ geste would have been to nail their antislavery colors 
to the mast and sink or sail under that flag. Their chances of success 
might seem slim$ but their principles would remain unsullied. This 
certainly would not be the case if they joined forces vdth the Democrats. 
Coalition meant compromise and concession.- Even if they kept their ideal 
undiluted, the Whigs were sure to accuse them of a 11Corrupt bargain''. 
The circumstances were such as to lend color to the accusation. The 
Democratic party had been divided into pro-slavery and antislavery 
camps since at least l847, 1but in 1848, as a result of the Worcester 
Convention, those Democrats who put antislavery above party had joined 
the Free Soilers. In fact, as we have noted, 45% of the new party was 
composed of ex-Democrats. That meant that any negotiations that now 
took place would have to be conducted with Democrats who were neutral 
on the subject of slavery or were outright "Hunkers11 , !• !•• actively in 
favor of conciliating the South. Only an extremely clever politician 
could expect to gain any real benefits from a :fusion with these elements 
while still keeping his own party and principles substantially intact. 
Henry Wilson thought it was worth a try. His attempt to convert 
the Whig party :from within had failed. Perhaps he could reform the 
Democrats from Without, by seducing them with the possibility of 
1- Bean, 11 Party Transformations11 , 5. 
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gaining a sizeable bloc of antislavery votes. When he broached the 
subject with his oval colleagues, he met with the opposition of Adams, 
Dana, Palfrey and s. c. Phillips. They recognized the irmerent danger 
of the scheme. There was little to gain and much to lose. Adams in 
particular had had enough of political juggling at Buffalo and was now 
firmly opposed to any new combinations. There were others, though, 
(jaspecially ex-Democrats) who saw a certain merit in the plan. George s. 
Boutwell, Nathaniel P. Banks, Robert Rantoul, Jr., F. w. Bird, Knov,rlton, 
Keyes, and, to a certain extent, Charles Allan, were willing to take a chance. 
With this support, the die~, was cast. According to Wilson's plan, 
it was not necessary that there be a formal coalition with a single 
slate and a common platform. All that he asked was that where both 
parties could agree on a single candidate, both would unite to 
support him against the Whig nominee. Outwardly, such a proposition 
seemed to be more the result o.f' a desire to te.ke revenge on the V'l"higs 
than to achieve a specific end. The Whigs were quick to accept this 
interpretation and were duly outraged.l 
The details of the negotiation between Free Soilers and Democrats 
are not available for the good reason that. they did not lend themselves 
well to publicity. But the results bear testimony that they were mod-
erately successful. The Free Soil party was henceforth routinely called 
the Free Democratic party 11 though the neme Free Soil continued to be used, 
especially by the Adams faction. ln the fall of 1849, Wilson, among 
1- Pierce, Sumner, III, 1-11. 
othe~ ran for the State House of Representatives with the backing 
1 
of both the Free Sailers and the Democrats. 
The most spectacular result of this experimental fusion was the 
abrupt change in the Democratic state platform.. With chameleonic 
dexterity1 it suddenly became as fervently antislavery as any Free 
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Soiler could wish. We must devote a little more apace to it than its 
intrinsic importance merits because it later became the subject of 
dispute.2 
As state Ch~irman of the Freesoil party, Wilson naturally found 
himself negotiating with Benjamin F. Hallett, the Chairman of the Demo-
cratic party. On the morning of September 19 Wilson was travelling by 
train between Boston and Springfield with him and Charles c. Hazewell, 
of the Boston Times, when Hallett produced ~he resolutions that he 
proposed to have accepted as the Democratic State plattor.m. When 
he had finished reading them to his two companions, Hazewell was per-
turbed and asked him haw the Southern Democrats would react to them. 
Hallett promptly replied: 
I don't care what they say; we have risked everything for them; 
they deserted General Cass, and elected General Taylor; they may 
take care of themselves, and we will take care of ourselves.3 
1- Nason & Russell, Wilson, 91-92. 
2- In his Senate speeches of Feb. 23, 1855 and Feb. 19, 1856, Wilson 
taunted the Democrats with these resolutions. Hallett countered 
by circulating a leaflet: "A ~uestion of Veracity for Senator 
Henry Wilson" ••• (Boston, Office of the Boston Post, 1856). Wilson 
answered in the Sen~te with a speech entitled:~~uestion of Vera-
city Settled for Mr. Benjamin F. Hallett ••• "-- Cong. Gf.lobe, 34, Cong., 
1 sass., 982. Hallett answered with another pamphlet: 11 Mr. Hallett's 
reply to Mr. Wilson's Personal Explanation---" (no. pub., May, 1856). 
3- Pamphlet: 11.AQ.uestion of Veracity Settled for Mr •. Benjamin F. Hallett ••• " 
(Wash., Buell & Blanchard t 1856), p. 7. : · 
The three main antislave~ resolutions and two others of similar tone 
were approved by the State Convention and were incorporated in the 
~ ·. . 
Democratic platfor.m: 
Resolved, Tha.t we are opposed to Slave~ in every for.m and color. 
and in favor of Freedom and Free Soil wherever man lives through-
out God's heritage. 
· Resolved, That by common law and common sense ••• "the state of 
Slavery is a mere municipal regulation." 
Resolved, therefore, That as Slavery does not exist by any 
municipal 1~w in the new Territories, and Congress has no 
power to institute it, the local laws of any State authorizing 
Slavery can never be transferred there. nor can Slavery exist 
there but by a local law of the Territories, sanctioned b,y 
Congress, or the legislative act of a State in its sovereign 
capaoity.l 
For the time being, the Massachusetts Democratic leopard had changed 
its spots. To all appearances, Wilson had won his gamble and had con-
verted the party to Freesoil views. The two big questions now were: 
would the Democratic voters ratify the decision of the convention, 
and would the Democrats remain pledged to antislavery principles? 
Only time and elections could provide the answer. 
Meanwhile, Wilson was active in other directions • On August 11. 
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1849, the Freesoil, or rather, the Free Democratic party and the rem-
nants of the Liberty party held a national Convention at Pittsburgh. The 
most active participants were Wilson, Charles F. Adams, Gerrit Smith, 
F. J. Le Mayne and Joshua R. Giddings. By this time, Wilson's contri-
butions to the party were so widely recognized that he was elected to 
preside over the meeting.2 His years of obscure but unrelenting efforts 
1- !bid.,p. a. 
2- Wendell P. Garrison and Frances Jackson,.Willi~ Lloyd Garrison, 1805-
1877. By His Children.(New York, Century, l889), III, 369-370. This 
. work henceforth ref'erred to as Garrison, Garrison. 
were producing startling results and he was being catapulted into a 
position of national prominence. More was yet to come. 
Ignoring the experience of the Liberty party, the convention 
nominated John P. Hale, of New Hampshire, for the Presidency three 
years before the national elections. 
The gubernatorial elections in Massachusetts, in 1849~ produced 
a dramatic result. The Whigs still remained in power, but the com-
bined Democratic and Free Soil vote in that election equalled 52% 
of the entire vote. The experimental fusion failed to achieve success 
only because of lack of preparation and organization.l Had they been 
able to agree on a single slate of candidates, they would have carried 
the State. Wilson, as one of the few candidates who received mutual · 
2.. 
endorsement, was elected to the House. When the legislature convened~ 
in January, 1s·so, the Free Sailers backed him for the speakership, 
but he was defeated.3 
To Wilson's mind, the next move was clear. A limited coalition 
had produced limited success. A complete coalition should produce 
complete success •. He bided his time, waiting for the right moment 
to strike. He did not have to wait long. Under the impact of the 
Compromise of 1850, the complex political situation in Massachusetts 
deteriorated into indescribable chaos. 
1- Bean, "Party Transformations", 37 &: n. 11 There was cooperation in 
many of the senatorial and representative districts, but it was 
mainly fc;;,r local purposes" -- Wilson, Slave Power, I, 339. · 
2- Nason & Russell, Wilson, 92. These autpors claim he had a choice 
between running for the Senate and the House and that he preferred 
the latter 11 as having greater influence". Ibid., 92. 
3- Rhodes, Hist. of u. S., I, 198. ----
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The Whigs, who were still in control o£ the legislature, were 
in a good position to !eGtore ebbing party strength and spirit by 
stealing their opponents' thunder. There was now not a vestige o£ 
doubt left that the State as a whole favored the antisle.very cause. 
Even the hitherto reticent Protestant clergy were finally denouncing 
slavery as an evil from their pulpits.1 Soon after the opening-of 
the Legislature the: Whigs were given their opportunity. When that 
body convened Governor Briggs presented his annual message, in the 
course o£ which he advocated non-extension, Congressional prohibi-
tion o£ slavery in the territories and abolition o£ the slave-trade as well 
as:.: the prohibition o£ slavery in the District o£ Columbia. 2 His 
message was referred to a special committee Which ignored President 
Taylor's special message to the u. s. Senate, in which he urged the 
territorial governments to formulate constitutions and apply to 
Congress £or admission, and subscribed to Governor Briggs' program. 
The Free Danocrats were dumbfounded. Just when they had written 
o££ the Whigs as hopelessly pro-slavery and. had joined forces with 
the Democrats to march forward to victory, the Whigs stole their 
entire program and adopted it as their ownl Wilson and his lieuten-
ants were in an impossible position. For years they had pleaded with 
1- Rhodes, Hist. o£ u. s.,I, 198. "In a very literal sense,. the anti-
slavery movement had by 1850 come o£ age."-- Nevins,. Ordeal o£ the 
Union, I, 137. · · 
2- Bean, "Party Transformations", 41-42. 
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the major parties to sponsor their program. Since.l846 Wilson 
himself had repeatedly proclaimed that he was willing to work 
with any party that subscribed to the principles of antislavery. 
Now that the year of triumph seemed to have arrived~ both parties 
were eagerly climbing aboard the bandwagon and loudly trtimpeting 
their eternal hatred of slavery. This development left him in an 
incongruous position. ~ow that he was ready to complete the final 
details for an alliance with a party whose record prior to 1848 had 
nothing to recommend it on the slavery issue~ his old party adopted 
the very program h.e had been urging upon it. To abandon the Democrats 
at this jUncture would have been condemned as the deepest treachery. 
To fight the Whigs who were now ready to implement his recommendations 
would have been sacrilegeo~s. 
Since both parties had moved up to the position formerly defended 
by the Freesoilers alone, there seamed to be nothing left for them to 
do but take an even more advanced position. On January 11, Wilson 
tried to counteract Governor Briggs' message by introducing resolu-
tions into the Legislature 
••• declaring slavery to be a crime against humanity and a 
sin against God~ and that its immediate abolition was the 
first and highest duty of every government under which it 
existed. l 
The resolutions were referred to a joint committee which quietly 
buried them.2 When the special committee to which Governor Briggs' 
1- Wilson, Slave Power,II~247~48. 
2- Ibid., II, 248. 
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message had been referred reported wholeheartedly in favor of the 
chief magistrate's recommendations, the Freesoilers turned out a 
minority report urging President Taylor to extend the Ordinance or 
1787 over the new territories by executive act1 l It was, of course, 
a futile gesture that did not have the least chance of success either 
nationally or locally. 
As tor the Whig majority which controlled the General Court, 
in 1850, it went just far enough to ruin the Freesoil platform. On 
other issues but slavery it refused to budge an inoh. During that 
year there were six reform measures or importance propos'ed and all 
six were rejected. The leading measure called for amendments to the 
' 
State Constitution to secure complete representation or small towns, 
for the districting or cities, and for the election or State senators 
by districts. The second de.manded a secret ballot 1~, and the others 
urged a plurality law to apply to the members of Congress, a mechanic 
lien law, a homestead law, and a law altering the status or Harvard 
College. Only the plurality law for members of Congress and the 
mechanic lien law passed the House, and they were killed in the 
Senate.2 Wilson, exasperated by the extreme conservatism of .the 
upper chamber, cal;l.ed it 11 a great body; stupidity and gross ignorance 
are its chiei' characteristics". 3 The Senate retaliated by attempting 
1- House doc. # 331 1850. 
2- Bean, "Party Transformations11 , 41-42. 
3- Boston Pbst, Mar. 17, 1850. Quoted from Wilson's Republican. 
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to have him censured by the House, or which he was a member, but 
the move £ailed. 
These local issues provided the background £or inter-party 
recrimination £rom 1850 to 1854, but they had no sooner been brought 
to public attention than the Great Question arose once more and im-
mediately submerged them £rom sight. 
President Taylor's pragmatic approach to the territorial ques-
tion immediately brought the slavery issue to the fore again. The 
sectional champions in Congress leaped into the £ray with renewed 
vigor and violence.l Finally, the Compromise of 1850 was worked out 
and the settlement received the approval of Congress amid Southern 
threats o£ disunion and Northern antislavery cries o£ rage. ln the 
Massachusetts Legislature, Wilson introduced a proposal, on February 4, 
instructing the Judiciary Committee to report a resolution directing 
the Massachusetts Senators in Congress to oppose any compr~ise nthat 
gave the sanction of the Federal government to slavery, or made the 
people of the free States responsible, in any degree, £or its existence;~!2 
and the Freesoil Central Committee called a mass meeting together at 
Faneuil Hall, on February 27, to fight the Compromise.3 At this latter 
date rumors were already circulating that Daniel Webster had reached 
a compromise with the Southern Senators. John G. Balfre.r, who presided 
1- At this juncture Pres. Taylor switched £rom a pro-Southern to a 
pro-Northern stand, in reaction against pressure £rom the Southern 
, clique, led by his son-in-law, Jefferson Davis.-- Rhodes, Hist. o£ 
the u. s., I, 134-35 and note. See also Wilson's Senate speech o£ 
July 9, 1856, printed in Cong. Globe, 34 Cong., 1 sass., 1463-64. 
2- Quoted in Wilson, Slave Power, II, 248. See also: Liberator,Feb.8,1850. 
3- For a description in detail o£ the meeting, see Wilson, Slave Power, 
II, 248-250. 
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over the meetingj warned Webster against any compromise and Wilson 
once again called the attention of his listeners to the encroachments 
of the Slave Power and concluded with a resolution paraphrasing 
Jefferson: "Let us march boldly up to the extreme verge of our con-
stitutional rights in resistance to the extension of human bondage 
over the Territories of the Republic11 • 1 The Committee on Resolutions 
then reported a familiar slogan: 11 No more slave States, no more slave 
territory" •2 
While the controversy was at its height1 Webster took his political 
future in his hands and came out in favor of the Compromise -- including 
the nefarious Fugitive Slave Act in his famous Seventh of March 
speech. Massachusetts reaction was of cataclysmic proportions. Even 
Webster's own Whig press was decidedly hostile. The Whig party was 
split again, this time between a "Webster Union" faction and a "Winthrop 
Massachusetts" faction. While most of the important Whig papers con-
demned the speech and remained in the fold, Schouler's Atlas vigor-
ously backed Winthrop.3 
·As luck would have it,the General Court was still in session. 
Thus the legislators could vent their views on Webster's stand. They 
had Qeen discussing the Compromise in general until Webster made his 
speech. Now they focused their attention on his speech. One 
1- Quoted in Wilson, Slave Power, II, 250. 
2- Ibid., II, 251. 
·3- Bei'ii, 11Party Transformations", 46-46; Anderson., "Slavery Issue"6-7 and 
notes. 
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member repudiated him as "a recreant s~n of' Massachusetts who mis-
represented her in the Senate".1 When Wilson's turn came to speak 
he said that Webster had 
••• simply but hardly, stated the Northern and national side 
of' the question, while he had earnestly advocated the Southern 
and sectional side; that his speech was Southern altogether in 
its tone, argument, aim and end.2 
After stating that he favored instructing Webster to vote for the Wilmot 
Proviso and against the Fugitive Slave b'ill or resign his seat, he 
concluded with a condemnation that was all the more telling because 
of' its measured language: 
Daniel Webster will be a fortunate man if' God in his sparing 
mercy shall preserve his life long enough for him to repent 
of' this act and efface this stain on his name.3 
Though more than eight hundred of the eminent men of the State (in-
eluding George Ticknor, G. T. Curtis, Benjamin R. Curtis, Rufus Choate, 
MOses Stuart, William H. Prescott and Jared Sparks) publicly thanked 
Webster for "recalling us to our duties under the Constitution"; he 
became 11the chief target for all anti-slavery arrows from March 7, 
-5 1850, to his death.".·· 
If Wilson had been worried at seeing his platform adopted by 
Democrats and Whigs, at the start of the year, he worried no longer. 
His work was now out out for him. Having once taken a position 
against Webster and the Com~romise, he was not one to be satisfied 
1- Rhodes, Hist. of the u. S., I, 154. For a detailed description of 
the reaction of the Massachusetts Legislature see Wilson, Slave Power, 
. II, 252-256. 
2- Quoted in Wilson, Slave Power, II, 254. 
3- Quoted in ibid., II, 254. 
4- Quoted in ]ho,des, Hist. of' the u. s., I, 158• 
5- Hoar, Autobiography,!, 152. 
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with one speech in the Legislature. Until now his attitude toward 
Webster had been ambivalent. There had alw~s been the chance that 
the great leader might be persuaded to lead the antislavery crusade; 
but now he seemed beyond redemption. In Wilson's eyes he was a traitor 
to .Massachusetts.1 At a public meeting in Faneuil Hall, on March 25, 
Theodore Parker and Wendell Phillips denounced him. A sequel of this 
meeting was the presentation of petitions to the legislature repeat-
ing Wilson's earlier-proposal that Webster be instructed to vote for 
2 
the Wilmot Proviso and against Mason's Fugitive Slave bill. ''hen 
the committee to which these resolutions were referred reported ad-
versely, Wilson moved to g;trike out their recommendation and substitute 
resolutions which were substantially identical with those originally 
presented. He argued that all that was asked was that Webster vote 
in accordEnce with the already explicit antislavery desires of the 
Commonwealth. When his motion was voted down by a large majority, he 
moved a reconsideration of the vote and reiterated his reasons £or 
urging action of the ~ature proposed. This time he sharpened his 
arguments with a threat. At the end of his speech he warned the 
Websterites that i£ they were unwilling to support his motion: 
I will go out from this hall , and unite with any party or 
body of men to drive you £rom power, rebuke Daniel Webster 
and place in his seat a Senator true to the principles and 
sentiments of the Commonwealth.3 
1- W,ilson, Slave Power, II, 345. 
2- Ibid,, II, 257. 
3• Ibid., 257-58. .Anderson-11Slavery Issue", 10, mistakenly says 
Wilson made this threat at the Faneuil Hall meeting. That was 
an anti-~ebster me.eting to start with. He would hardly want to 
· · drive hJ.s awn antJ.-Webster colleagues from power. 
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His motion to reconsider was put to a vote and defeated by a majority 
of 62, but the transaction had served its purpose. Webster had been 
humiliated and warned that he could expect little mercy from his foes.l 
The Webster Whigs~ who far outnumbered the Winthrop faction# had 
won a pyrrhic victory. They had prevented the Legislature from censur-
ing their idol and had indirectly helped make the Compromise of 1850 --
Fugitive Slave lEW and all -- an established fact# but in doing so 
they took the first steps that led to their eventual downfall. Wilson, 
reading the handwriting on the wall, kept up his fight. He sensed 
that the Fugitive Slave law, even though accepted by the North, would 
be a continual source of irritation. In the meantime he was too 
practical' a politician to content himself with waiting for the exer-
cise of that nefarious law to arouse public opinion. He was out to 
11gettt Webster and his Whig followers a:od he encompassed their eventual 
ruin~th the famous Coalition of 1850. 
1- tCillwde M. Fuess, Daniel Webster (Boston, Little, Brown &~'eo; 1 r:.1930) II, 234. o 
CHAPTER FIVE 
THE COALITION (1850) 
I believe Mr. Wilson to have been in the main honest, 
but he had an incurable propensity to manage and man-
oeuvre, and tho~h direct enough in his purpose6 he 
did not hesitate to promote them by indirect methods. 
The young men, who looked up to him as a leader, caught 
something of' his notions of' political morality, which 
found their culmination in the Know-Nothing movement ••• 
The vice of his political constituti.on was that he 
could· see no wrong in bargains, coalitions, agreements, 
alliances ••• unnatural_, unnecessary, and based on per-
sonal ambition and chronic hunger f'or of'fice. ' 
-- Charles .T. Congdon, Reminiscences of' a Journalist, 131-32. 
To ~pprecia.te the importance of' the Coalition of' 1850 one 
must understand the national and State situation in 1850. That 
year is justly famous f'or much more than the important· Compromise. 
It was.a year which saw a change in national leaders as well. The 
older group, with its paramount attachment to the Union was replaced, 
from this time onward, by men of' lesser stature -- :. · Wilson was 
one: __ who were admittedly sectionalists and were willing to sacri-
fice the Utiion to their special interests.1 
In the sectional controversy which ensued, Massachusetts in 
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many ways epitomized the stand of' the North in general (and the North-
east in particular) in the same way that South Carolina represented the 
interests of' the South. But the political picture in Massachusetts 
1- Smith, Parties and Slavery, 40. 
during the next decade certainly did not parallel the simplicity of 
that in South Carolina •. At the start of the year 1850, there were 
three major parties in the State, each subdivided into factions. The 
Whigs had a Cotton faction and a... Conscience faction. The Conscience 
group had m~rged with Garrisonians, ex-Liberty men and a.ntisl~very 
rebels from both the Whig and Democratic parties t'o form the Jl'ree Soil 
I . . . 
party.· The Democrats were divided into Hunker and ant~slavery groups, 
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with Locofocos on both sides of the fence, but mainly in the antislavery 
group. And yet the worst was still to come. The political situation 
continued to deteriorate iultil finally that old Locofoco Democrat, 
Marcus Morton confessed to John Van Buren "I know I am an original and 
unchanged Democrat. But where this places me I am not perfectly clear."l 
A close s"~?udent of th;is period summarizes it in these words: 
The decade preceding the.Civil War was a turbulent one 
in Massachusetts politics. While the slavery issue was the 
most dramatic in shaping political realignments, other ques-
tions, growing out of industrial changes, played a significant 
role. Loco Focoism, Know Nothingism, Prohibitionism, region-
alism, local issues, personalities -- these and other factors 
had a part in the metamorphosis of political parties in the 
decade.2 
And yet, one cannot hope to present an accurate picture of Wilson with-
out a close study of his meanderings in these chaotic mazes of party 
transformations. 
1- Morton to John Van Buren,(Taunton, Feb. 7, 1852),Marcus Morton 
Letterbook, 131-135, Mass. Hist. Soc. Library. ' 
2- Anderson, "Slavery Issue,'fl, 33. 
The Whigs felt the first and strongest repercussion of Webster's 
Seventh of March speech. Even as prominent a leader as Robert C. 
Winthrop confessed privately that he could not "help wishing, haw-
ever, most heartily, that he had taken other advice and made a dif-
ferent speech,ul and though he was at first noncommittal at home, 
he joined with other prominent Whigs in trying to repair the damage 
done by the spee~h by opposing the Fugitive Slave law.2 As we have 
seen, since the opening of 1850 the ~~ssachusetts Whigs had taken 
a stand about as strongly antislavery as the Free Sailers. In fact, 
their aims were so nearly identical that Schouler, of the anti-
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Webster Atlas, and Samuel Hoar not only wanted to woo the Free Sailers 
back into the Whig party, but were willing to for.m a coalition with· 
them: "••• a scheme which, when adopted successfully by the Democrats, 
was characterized ~8§7 a disgrace to the state."3 The scheme.oame to 
nought, but when the Whig State convention met in Worcester it pro-
claimed itself ready to accept the Compromise but insisted on a jury 
trial for the recaptured fugitives. This fence straddling was rightly 
deemed a victory for the anti-Webster Whigs.4 
Wilson was not interested in a coalition with the Whigs. He 
might conceivably have considered such as possibility until the seventh 
1- Winthrop to Edward Everett_.,(March 17, 1850}H~ra~e Mann·Papers.~ss.• Hist. Soc. 
2- Albert B. Hart, ed., Commonwealth History of Massachusetts, IV, 474. 
3- Bean, ".Party Transfonnations11 , 52-53. 
4- Ibid., 51-52, Had Webster had his way, he would have made a party 
test of the Compromise and would have eliminated all those (even 
whole state organizations) who did not accept it i~ toto - Nevins, 
Ordeal of the Union, I, 350-51. 
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of March, but Webster's speech and its se~uel definitely and finally 
oriented him toward the Democrats. When he had threatened that· if 
his motion to instruct Webster and the other congressmen failed of 
passage he would join with any group to crush ·him, he was in earnest 
he was never a man to indulge in empty threats. When his motion was 
rejected, he immediately approached George S. Boutwell and Nathaniel 
P. Banks with a coalition in mind.1 Thrbughout the spring and summer 
he worked hard ·and efficiently to. achieve his purpose.2 When he be-
lieved the time was ripe, he invited one hundred of the leading Free 
Soilers of the state to meet with the regular Free Soil and Democratic 
State committees to consider the matter. On September 10, some fifty 
or sixty of those invited met at the Adams House in Boston. After 
' 
calling the meeting to order he informed the guests that he had brought 
them together to consider a coalition with the Democrats for the coming 
election. he ar~ued that a ls.re;e majority of the party were .in favor 
of such a move for the purpose of securing a United States Senator for 
six years, and that if they could agre~ on such a ple.n, they could ex-
pect success in the cominb contest. 3 
1- In fact in the same speech he came out.openly in favor of a fusion with 
the Democrats provided it was on 11 'the basis of full and complete re- • 
cognition. of the principles embodied in the Buffalo platform'" of 1848. 
In such a coalition, he wanted 11 each party to retain its distinctive 
organization, principles, and policy. 11 --Wilson, Slave Power, II, 341. 
See also, Commonwealth Hist. of Mass • ., D, p. 475. 
2- :Nason $: Russell, Wilson, 93. 
3- Ibid., 92-93; VHlson, Slave Power, II, 342. Adams, Dana, I 176. Fuess, 
Claude M.,The Life of Caleb Cushing(N.Y. Harcourt, Brace & Co. 192~)~ 
II, 98, C'laims that both Wilson and Sumner proposed a coalition, bt•t 
storey, Moorfield, Charles Sumner (Boston_, Houghton Mifflin Co. 1900)1 
76, says that.·:sulli.ner wrote to Vlilson saying: 11 I see no objection in point· 
of principles to unions in town, and also in counties, such as took place 
last autumn ••• But it seems to me a step of ~uestionable propriety for our 
state committee or any number of Free Sailers to enter into an arrangement 
or understanding with the Democrats as to the disposition of office~. As 
at present advised I should be unwilling to be a party to any such bargain." 
All other evidence points in the same direction. . 
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John G. Palfrey took the floor and expressed himself as un-
qualifiedly opposed to the plan. He minimized the importance of 
electing an antislavery Senator and said that he doubted their 
ability to achieve this result. He also pointed out the inherent 
danger for their party that a coalition entailed. Charles F. Adams 
said he felt the same way, only more so.. They were jolined by Richard 
Henry Dana, Jr.~ Samuel Hoar, and Stephen c. Phillips. Wilson was 
supported in his views by Marcus Morton, William Jackson~ Caleb Swan 
and John B. Alley.1 Jackson.probably echoed Wilson's sentiments when 
he said: 11 I want to make my vote tell., and it will not do to be too 
straight and perpendicular for the sake of principle."2 
Toward the end of the discussion, William .a. White, prompted by 
Adams, moved that no official party commitment be made in favor of 
the coalition. Since a majority of those J?resent were opposed to the 
coalition, the motion was easily approved.3 Those individuals who 
favored the coalition -- the "Wilson clique'! -- were left free to 
make any arrangement they desired with the Democrats. 
This developme:p.t was a definite defeat for Wilson. He was denied 
the party sanction that would have lent a certain air of openhanded 
1- Wilson, Slave Power, II, 342-43. Bean, "Party Transformations", 
54 and 55. Both Palfry and ~dams continued publicly to oppose the 
coalition after the election and provided arguments for the Whigs, 
Wilson, Slave Power II, 347-48. 
2- Wilson, .Slave Power, II, 343. 
3- Ibid., 338-347 contains a detailed account of the transaction with 
precedents, but discreetly omits an gvaluation of its ethical aspects. 
honesty to his transactions with the Democrats. Now he found himself 
reduced to individual dealings which carried the odor of smoke-filled 
back rooms. Consequently he was sure to be accused of underhanded 
"corrupt bargains". Free Sailers in other states (notably Ohio) had 
joined with Democrats to achieve their ends and had been rewarded with 
encouraging success, but he and his group were reduced to individual 
alliances on their awn responsibility. 
Undeterred by this initial reyerse, he was deter:mined to see the 
plan through despite any criticism. So as to avoid the charge o£ 
manipulating a possible victor,y in contravention of the desires o£ 
the electorate, he decided to ~ublicize his plan as much as possible 
before the election, so that everyone would know what was being sought. 
Far £rom being credited with a certain degree of honesty, he was re-
warded for his pains ~y being accused of the lowest type ot political 
cynicism £or advertising his plan to subvert the will of the people.l 
His first move after the meeting was to mobilize as much o£ the 
Free Soil press as possible in favor o£ the plan. A campaign paper, 
the Free-Sailer, was founded with Fran~is w. Bird, John B. Alley and 
Horace E. Smith as editors.2 Then he had his own paper, the Emanci-
pator and Republican,to help along. Finally, he lined up the editors 
Edward L. Keyes, of the Dedham Gazette, John M. Earle, o£ the Worcester 
Spy, William s. Robinse>n ( 11Warrington11 ), o£ the Lowell American, and 
Gore, o£ the Northampton Courier. 3 
1- Benjamin R. Curtis (Jr.), Memoir o£ Benjamin Robbins Curtis 
(Boston, Little Brown & Co~, 1897), I, 139. 
2- There were 12 numbers and approximately 100,000 copies o£ it were 
circulated. 
3- Wilson, Slave Power, II, 343. 
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The plan for the coalition was a simple one which took advantage 
of a technicality of the state constitution. Both the Free Soil and 
Democratic parties were to 11 run separate canditates for governor, and 
unite on members of the legislature in towns where the two parties, 
by combining, could elect their men.nl Since the constitution provided 
that a majority vote was required to elect the governor, a three w~ 
Whig-Free Soil-Democratic split at the elections would throw the elec-
tion into the legislature~ where the Democrat-Free Soil majority would 
control the selection. As it turned out, there was much more than 
the governorship at stake. Since the electoral laWB required an ab-
solute majority in most oases for election) a three way split would 
leave many posts to be filled by the legislature. In essence, this 
·plan was a clever way of turning the Whigs' weapon against them. 
Until now, they had held such a preponderance over the Democrats that 
they had been only too glad to have the selection of candidates thrown 
into the legislature which they controlled. There they had elected 
their men by a strict partisan vote and had increased their margin of 
power over their rivals. In this fashion they had maintained' unin-
terrupted control of the .state government from the founding of the 
party until 1850, with the single exception of one of Marcus Morton's 
Democratic administrations. In view of those facts, it is not sur-
prising that the Whig legislature had killed a plurality law to apply 
1- Y~nn, Wilson, 33. 
to members o:f Congress~ in the early part o:f 1849, and even leas sur-
prising that after 1850 they favored elections by plurality in all 
state elections. In that year Wilson and the Democrats caught them 
in a trap of their awn setting. 
As :for the Democrats~ they welcomed the coalition with loud 
rejoicings, for it offered them the opportunity o£ slaking their long 
unquenched thirst for office. During the many years of Whig domina-
tion they had been rigidly excluded from office and patronage. Now 
it seemed that their turn had at last come. They had pledged them-
selves, at least locaily, to the antislavery Free Soil platfor-m and 
had reason to believe that their Free Soil allies would help them 
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to push through their Locofoco re:for.ms. When they met in their state 
convention, they openly endorsed the Coalition and purposely refrained 
from committing themselves on any issue which might endanger it. They 
limited their resolutions to a condemnation of the Whig state adminis-
tration and·to a rededication to Locofoco re:forms.1 
When the Free Sailers met for their state convention in Boston, 
on October 3, President Fillmore had signed the Fugitive Slave bill 
in law. Though Stephen c. Phillips had sent in a letter declining to 
run again for Governor, he was nominated qy popular acclaim. Of 
greater significance was the selection of Amasa Walker for Lieutenant-
governor. Walker, though for many years an antislavery man, was a 
l- Bean, "Party Transformations'', 55-57. 
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Democrat. The selection of candidates was£ollawed by the·presentation 
o£ the party platf'orm, which was reported by Charles F. Adams. The 
resohitioris were limited exclusively to a denounciation o£ the Fugiti:ve 
Slave law, which was described as nan insult to humanity, a disgrace 
to free America, and a dishonor to the ciVilization o£ the a~e." One 
resolution urged that 11 no duty is more imperative than that o£ laboring 
£rom this time.£orward for its .immediate and unconditional repeal.ul 
It is.notable that this year there were no pledges committing the par-tu 
to Loco£oco reforms, as had been the case the previous year. This was 
in accord with the principle of spheres of interest of the Free Sailers 
and Democrats which Francis w. Bird had enunciated in the Free Soiler: 
Our paramount object is to advance the cause of freedom by break-
ing down a proslavery organization and electing a u.s. Senator; 
their paramount object is to accomplish sundry reforms in state 
• policy.2 · · 
In summary, the Free sailers were willing to work wit~'the Democrats 
to achieve victory and were willing to surrender to them all the fru~ts 
o£ that victory i£ only they were granted the e&ection of the u.s. 
Senator. And even then they were willing to concede more• With 
Zachary Taylor's death, in the summer o£ 1850, Millard .l!'illmore had 
succeeded to the Presidency and had appointed Webster his Secretary 
of State. His unfinished term as Senator ran until March 4, 1851. The 
Free ~oilers were willing to let the Democrats elect Webster's successer 
l•Wilson, Slave·· Power, II, 344 • 
2-Commonwealth, Jan. 14, 1851, quoted £rom Free Sailer. Thus officially 
the coalition was neither antislavery nor loco£oco, but both parties 
were willin& to WDrk together £or success and pursue their individ~aL 
aims once that had been achieved. See also.: Bean, HParty Trans£ormationsn, 
61-62, 89-90, 376-377: Wilson, Slave Pcrwer,II, 345-346. 
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for the short term provided they secured the election of their candidate 
for the six-year term that followed. 1 A11 of these arrangements were 
well published in Free ~oil papers.2 
The Whigs who were in the embarrassing position of seeing them-
selves garrotted with their own cord 1 reacted violently. A flood of 
abuse. invective, misstatements and outright slander poured from their 
presses. In a period notorious for scurrilous language toward politi-
cal opponents, they so far outdid themselves that the B.oi:!tozftlas ·later 
admitted that the extravagant abuse of the Free Sailers had probably 
contributed to the Whig debacle.~ 
Wilson, the chief target of their attacks, was too busy to pay much 
attention. He worked with the almost superhuman energy that a desperate 
- 4 . . gamble required. He had worked for years to lay the foundations for 
a smoothly working organization and this year was to show the result. 
As the election drew nearer, mass meetings, conventions and rallies 
multiplied throughout -the state to an extent that broke all records.6 
1- The succession is as follows: Vvebster resigned effective JJllY 22, 1850. 
Robert c. Winthrop (appointed): July 30-Feb. 22, 1851. Robert Rantoul 
(elected): Feb. 22, 1851-Mar. 3, 1851. Biographical Directory of the 
.Americen Congress l774-l949,(Wash. Gov 1t-P.rinting office, l950L 228..;236. 
Rantoul, the Democratic &:ndi.dete\vas· much inore a Locofoco than an anti- . 
slav-ery advocate • ..; ... Luther, }Iruni'lton, Memoirs, Speeches and Writings 
of Robert Rantoul, Jr.(Boston, Jewett & Co. 1854), 743, 779-810. 
·2- See Wilson's ovm Emanicipator and Republican,Aug. 22 and 29, 1850. 
'Pierce also claimB it was common knowledge that Sumner would be the 
candidate, especially after his famous Faneuil Hall speech on the 
eve of the election.•·PiercE}, ::.Sfupn~r.; ... J:II,. 228-234. 
3- .Atlas, Nov. 18_, 1850. '"bn Vihig abuse generally, see: ~Vilson, Slave Power, 
II, Ch. XXVII; Pierce, Sumner, III, 221-244_, Curtis, Curtis, I, 138-185. 
4- For example see his letter of Oct. 28, 1850 to T. W. Higginson, (Higgin-
son MSS• Houghton Lib.~Harvard Uriiv.) outlining plans for Essex County. 
5- The election over, Caleb Swan wrote to ;:>umner that the Coalition had 
won eecause of the "perfection of or1;anizr.tion by a thorough and min-
ute division of laboru in bringing votes to the polls. -- Swan to 
Sumner,(Nov. 26, 1850), Sumner Mss_ Harvard University. 
6-Ibid. 
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Every weapon in the political arsenal was put to use·. In Dedham., 
£or instance, the Whigs repudiated HOrace Mann, who was up £or re-
election., because he had severely criticized and condemned Webster. 
A Free Soil district convention., presided over by c. F. Adams imm.edi-
ately ·came to the rescue and unanimously placed him on the Free Soil 
ticket because, as .Adams said: 11He had boldly taken the great traitor 
ffiebster7 by the throat and ,held him up to the view o£ the people o£ 
Massachusetts1~ When the ·Free Soil and Democratic conventions o£ 
Middlesex ·County met in Concord on the same day, committees of con-
£erenoe were appointed and agreed on a single slate for the legis-
lature.2 Throughout the S~ate speakers inveighed against the Boston 
oligarchy and the need £or reform. Even prohibition was dragged in 
as an issue.3 The Free Sailers, for their part, concentrated their 
£ire on the Fugitive Slave law, while conservative Whig leaders 
argued that it should be borne with "patience and manly £ortitude."4 
The Free Boilers declared that they would never submit to such a 
revolting piece of legislation. Early in October. a group o£ Negroes 
meeting in Boston urged the clergy to speak out against the 1~ and 
at a Lowell antislavery meeting, Wilson invited those Negroes who had 
1- Wilson, Slave Power, II, 344-45. 
2- Ibid. 
3- Bean, "Party Trans£ormationsn, 61-62 1 89-90 •. 
4- Wilfred Carsel, ttThe Social Philosophy o£ Northeastern Industrialism, 
1850-1860" (Unpub. Master's thesis, Dept. o£ Hist., Univ. o£ Chicago, 
1932), 35. Wilson, Slave Power, I!, 312-314. 
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fled to Canada at the enactment of the law to return.l On October 
14, a mass meeting in Faneuil Hall, presided over by c. F. Adams, 
was harangued by Wendell Phillips and Theodore Parker, among others.2 
The Fugitive Slave law, it seemed, had come along at precisely the 
right time to unite antislavery men of all shades for the election. 
The list of prominent opponents of the law reads like an antislavery 
Who's Who for Massachusetts. The Whigs lost many a faithful voter 
by urging submission. 
The climax of the Coalition campaign was reached d~ring another 
Faneuil Hall antislavery meeting held on November 6. There Charles 
Sumner delivered a statesmanlike address in which he placed the anti-
slaver,r issue above all parties and welcomed a coalition with Whig 
or Democrat to achieve that purpose. Unlike Wilson, who called for 
political action in his speeches, he said: 
I counsel no violence. There is another power, stronger than 
any individual arm, which I invoke; I mean that irresistible 
public opinion inspired by love of God and man, which, with-
out violence or noise, gently as the operations of nature, 
makes and unmakes.laws. Let this public opinion be felt in 
its might, and the Fugitive Slave bill will become everywhere 
among us a dead lette:r.3 
In the midsF of the turmoil caused by the Compromise and the 
Fugitive Slave act, the Congressional elections of 1850 took place. 
1- Wilson, Slave Power, II, 305•307. 
2- Rhodes, Hist. of u. s., I, 196-97; Wilson, Slave Power, II, 305-06. 
For otheY meetings and activities see Ibid~ II, 304~312. 
3• Rhodes, Op. Cit., I, 197-98. Pierce (op:-cit. 1 III, 228-29) says 
this speech, probably more than any other single act of his, made 
him the Free Soil candidate for the senatorial seat. 
The national trend tmvard acceptance of the Compromise as a finality 
was reflected in the returns which favored the Democrats, who were 
more proslavery than the national Whig party. This factor and the 
defecti.on of the Barnburners in New York brought a sharp decline in 
the Free Soil vote. The young party which had made such a surprising 
show of strenbth in 1848 now faded into insignificance.l 
But in Massachusetts and Ohio the Free Sailers countered the 
national trend and won. In Massachusetts it is certain that neither 
the Democrats nor the Free Sailers could have won separately, for the 
Whigs received forty-seven percent of the votes, the Democrats thirty-
two percent, and the Free Boilers, twenty-one percent.2 Their com-
bined strength, however, was such that the Whigs suffered the most 
stunning defeat in the history of their party.3 It is worthy of note 
that the combined percentage of the Free Soil and Democratic parties 
(52% in 1849 and 53% in 1850) scarcely changed. The startling re-
sult, therefore, is attributable not to a marked defection of Whig 
1- Wilson, Slave Power, II, Ch. XXVII. See also: Pierce, Sumner, III, 
221-244; Curtis, Curtis, 138-185. 
2- Anderson, "Slavery Issue11 , 36.. The guberatorial vote: Of a total 
vote of 121,372, George n. Briggs (Whig) received 56,778; GeorgeS. 
Boutwell (Dam.) received 36,423; Stephen c. Phillips (Free Soil) 
received 27,436. -- Massachusetts Year Book and Business Directory 
(Worcester, Blanchard & Co., 1899), 69. 
3- Boston Semi-Weekly Advertiser, Nov. 20, 1850, The Liberator (Nov. 
15, 1850) called the results ttauspicioua to the cause of' freedom 
and humanityn. 
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voters, but to a more perfect integration of the two parties to the 
Coalition. Whatever the causes, there ~s no doubt that Henry Wilson, 
more than any other man, was responsible for the Coaliti~n victory.1 
1- Nason and Russell, Wilson, 92-93; Mann, Wilson, 32-35; Commonwealth 
Hist. of Mass., IV, 98: Pierce, Sumner,III,221-22; Reunion of the 
of the Fr~e Boilers o£ 1848-1852 at the Parker House, Boston ••• l888 
(Cambridge, John Wilson & Son, Univ. Press, l888), 75. This las~ 
work not to be confused with a similar meeting (also recorded and 
published), in 1877. Webster ascribed the Whig defeat to the 
wavering of Massachusetts Congressmen and Whig newspapers. -- Nevins, 
Ordeal of the Union, I, 351-52. 
CHAPTER SIX 
WILSON ELECTS SUMNER (1861) 
Those who knew Mr. Wilson, or General Wilson as he 
was called, remember how active and restless he was 
by nature; and during this contest he seemed ubiqui-
tous, putting life and courage into the united forces 
of Free Sailers and Democrats in their almost daily 
meetings, or as he sought them at their lodgings or 
met them in the lobbies of the State House. Other 
men associated with him could carr,y organization to 
a finer point than he; but for the difficult task on 
hand he had no peer. 
-- Edward L. Pierce, Charles Sumner, III, p. 248. 
Despite opposition within their own ranks, the "Wilson clique" 
had taken a long gamble and won. Traditionally, victor,y imposes 
a greater strain on coalitions than the battle itself. It now 
remained to be seen if they could exploit their success so that 
it would accrue to their mutual benefit and yet not alienate their 
constituents. 
At first everything went smoothly. When the legislature met, 
in December of 1850, it proceeded to its own organization. Wilson 
had won election to the Senate and there his importance to the Co-
alition was recognized by his selection as its presiding offioer.l 
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1- Vote: Wilson, 15; David Sears, 8; George H. Kuhn, 1.-- Commonwealth, 
Jan. 2, & 30, 1861. This newspaper gives a summary of the proceedings 
of the General Court and presents the Freesoil view on the Sumner 
fight. The composition of the General Court, ··was:, :as .. : , ~ 
followa: Senate; 11 Freesoilers, 10 Democrats, 11 ~bigs; House: 
113 Freesoi1ers, 107 Democrats, 176 Whigs.-- Ibid, Jan. 30, 1851. 
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In the House, Nathaniel P. Banks, a Democrat, became Speaker. 
Then the honeymoon ended. 
As had been forseen~ all the important executive offices in the 
State were open. There had been no majority cast for these officials, 
so their election was thr~~m into the legislature. The Massachusetts 
·.Gonstitution specified. that in such cases the House should pr-esent two 
names for each office to be filled -- pr'esumably the two most popular 
candidates -- to the Senate, which then proceeded to the election. 
Since both Houses contained a good working majority for the Coalition 
there was ~o doubt of the result as long as they held together. 
Prior to the balloting for these officials, twelve-man committees 
representing each of the two parties met to work out final details. 
No sooner had they gathered than the Democratic committee refused to 
l include national offices in the arrangement. The Free Soilers were 
shocked. It had been clearly understood that they were willing to 
concede all state offices and the senatorship for the short term in 
return for the election of the man of their choice for the long sana-
torial term. This sudden about-face by the Democrats is probably 
explainable by the fact that rumors were already rife that Charles 
Sumner would be the Free Soil candidate. To most Hunker Democrats 
1- Unless otherwise indicated, these and subsequent details of party 
jockeyini:;, until the start of balloting over Sumner, are taken mainly 
fron1 Wilson's two long letters in reply to .Caleb Stetson, printed in 
the Commonwealth,'.Jan. 30, Feb.l8, l85l;.Stetson1 s letter inBoston 
Post, ~e~. 7, 1851.Wilson assured E. A. Stansbury in a private letter 
ti1a:t his:.:first statement of the transaction was tta fuii' and truthful 
one".-- ¥~ilso .. i. to E. A. Stansbury of Burlington, Vt., (Senate Chamber, 
Jan. 31, 1851), Wilson MSS4 Lib. of Cong. 
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his very name was poison. Whatever the reason, an impasse had been 
reached. The Free Soil committee flatly refused to negotiate any 
further unless the senatorships were included. The meeting was· ad-
journed. A Democratic caucus then selected a new, more amenable 
committee~ which it made subject to itself, to meet with a similar 
Free Soil committ~e. 
The two committees met in joint session on January 2~ and reached 
the following agreement: The Free Sailers were given the Senator for 
the long term, the Lieutenant-governor, three councillors~ the trea-
surer and the auditor. T:he Democrats were given the short-term Senator, 
the Governor, six councillors and the secretar,r of state. This arraDge-
ment clearly favored the Free Sailers. It was naw the Democrats' turn 
to object. The entire problem was then turned over to a joint committee 
which finally reached a solution acceptable to both sides.l To make 
doubly sure that the arrangement would work~ Senator James'M. Usher, or. 
Middlesex, introduced a resolution pledging the Democratic legislators 
to abide by the decisions of the Democratic caucus, 11 provided two-thirds 
of the members present and voting thereon shall approve the same.u2 
The resolution was adopted by a vote of 74 to 6. Among those voting in 
its favor was Caleb Cushing. Then, on January 7, the Democratic caucus 
l- At one point during these negotiations, Wilson offered to reSign 
as president of the Senate so that the Democrats would have the 
entire State government under their cohtrol.-- Ibid. 
2- Commonweal th1 Feb. 18, 1851. 
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named Robert R. Rantoul~ Jr. for the short term in the u. S. Senate. 
The next day it accepted the Free Sailers t. candidate -- Charles Sumner --
by a vote of 65 to 6. One of the six objectors was Caleb Cushing. By 
the self-established two-thirds rule, then, it appeared that the only 
critical problem had been solved. 
Now there only remained the routine formality of carrying out 
the terms of the contract. The House passed over S. c. Phillips, the 
Free Soiler and presented the names of George S. Boutwell (Democrat), 
and George N. Briggs (Whig) to the Senate. The Senate elected Boutwell.governon 
!n the same routine manner, the Lieutenant-governor, Secretary of State, 
Treasurer and Auditor -- all Democrats -- were elected. Then six Demo-
crats and three Free Sailers were elected to the Governor's council. 
When the time came to elect a successor to Webster for the short term, 
the Democrats held true to their course and presented Robert Rantoul, 
Jr., as their candidate. He was more noted for his Locofocoism than 
his antislavery views, but again the machine worked smoothly and he 
was elected. 
Thus far the Free Sailers had fulfilled their part of the contract 
without flinching. Even when Governor Boutwell, in his annual message 
came out in favor of the Compromise of 1850 and refused to counten~nce 
nullification of the Fugitive Slave Act, the Free Soil members of the 
General Court said nothing, so as not to displease the Democrats.1 
1- Bean, "Party Transformations11 , 65. 
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Now it was the Democrats' turn to fulfill their part of the 
agreement1 
In the Senate the names of Sumner, R. c. Winthrop and Henry W. 
Bishop were submitted for election. to the U. S. Senate. Sumner re-
ceived 23 votes; Winthrop, 14; and Bishop, 1. Sumner thus had a 
clear majority of the Senate vote.1 On January 14, 1851, the House 
of Representatives received two names for consideration for the full 
Senatorial term: Robert C. Winthrop and Charles Sumner, The well-
laid plans of the Coalition were shattered in an instant when twenty-
three Democrati~ insurgents, headed by Caleb Cushing, refused to vote 
for Sumner,2 From that day until April 14, exactly three months later, 
the House was deadlocked. Not a single piece of legislation was en-
acted. Ballot .after ballot was taken, but instead of bringing about 
agreement, it merely hardened the factional lines. The Cushing group 
became known as the "indomitables". They looked upon Suniner as 11 a 
one-idea 1d abolitionistn whose election would be a national calamity.3 
The Free Soi~ers, leq by Wilson and his lieutenants (Keyes, Bird, 
Earle, Alley, and William Claflin) would not budge. The Whigs, of 
course, sided with the Cushing group and voted for Winthrop, who was 
himself a 'Whig. 
1- Wilson, Slave Power, II, 348. 
2- The whole number of votes was 381, with 191 necessary for a choice. 
On the first ballot Sumner received 185 votes, R. c. Winthrop, 167/1 
and there was a scattering of 24 vot as. Comm.onw~l th, Jan. 15, 1851. 
3- Fuess, Cushing, II, 102-03. 
As for Sumner, he maintained the strictest silence. Shortly 
before the election he had written Wilson the letter cited above 
(page 95 ), saying: "As. at present advised I should be unwilling to 
be a party to any such bargain.11 For more reasons than one, he was 
extremely reluctant to have himself proposed for the post. ·Aside 
from his qualms about receiving personal benefit from the Coalition, 
he vrould find himself opposed to one of his best friends, Robert c. 
Winthrop. He perhaps suspected that he would be subjected to the 
most rigid ostracism that Boston 1 s "better society" could impose. 
In any case, he could clearly foresee that his hitherto unblemished 
reputation would be covered with opprobrium. It was only at the 
urgent insistence of his clos.e friend, the Quaker poet John G. 
Whittier, that he finally consented to let his name be used.l 
1- Whitman Bennett, Whittier, Bard of Freedom (Chapel Hill: Univ. of 
North Carolina Press, 1941), p. 230. This is one of the better 
works on Vfuittier, but the author, on the basis of very tenuous 
evidence makes the exaggerated claim that Whittier was mainly 
responsible for· Sumner's election. Relying mostly on Whittier's 
poem to Sumner, in 1854, as proof, he claims that: ••• 11 Whittier 
was the one who translated the idea into action; who first asked 
him to run; who overcame his reluctance by persuasion; and was 
able, throu~h political leadership and management to insist on 
his nomination and to overcome the honest prejudice against him, 
on the part of many people, as too extreme." -- Ibid., 230. 
Pertinent verses of the poem read as follows: ----
nThou knowest my heart, dear friend, and well canst guess 
That, even though silent, I have not the less 
Rejoiced to see thy actual life agree 
With the large future which I shaped for thee, 
vVhen, years ago, beside the summer sea, . 
White in the moon, we saw the long waves fall ••• "-- Ibid. 
As we shall see both now and later, Whittier entertained grave-
doubts about Sumner's chances of election. One of Whittier's 
irrepressi~le admirers goes Bennett one better and assures us 
that Whittier singlehandedly put Cushing (of all people~, 
Sumner, Rantoul, and Boutwell in office.-- Bliss Perry; John G. 
Whittier, (Boston, Hotighton Mifflin, 1947), 15. 
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We might note, incidentally, that it was only Sumner's acceptance 
that converted Whittier to the Coalition. On November 18, 1850, he 
wrote to Wilson: 
I had, I confess, but a single object in voting it., /the 
Coalition ticketJ, the election of a Free Soil U. s. Senator. 
Give me this and I am willing that Hunkerdom shall have all 
our state offices. I fear., however, that we are by no means 
sure of this object. You have some twenty or thirty Hunker 
Democrats headed by Caleb Cushing directly in the way.l · 
But no matter what the obstacles~ Wilson was determined that Sumner 
should be elected, and he worked toward that end with energy, tenacit·y, 
and subtlety that bordered on the fiendish: 
He insisted on adherence to Sumner as a candidate, and 
repelled the suggestion that any other name should be 
offered in his stead. He was conciliatory where con-
ciliation promised any advantage, and aggressive when 
gentler methods would have signified weakness and dis-
trust.2 
In this, the greatest Senatorial contest in the history of Massaohu-
setts, Wilson needed every last ounce of stamina and resourcefulness 
3 
that he possessed. ~ day after day went by and ballot after fruit-
less ballot was cast, it seemed that Sumner was doomed. The signs 
became ever more discouraging. At first the d.efections were minor. 
1- Whittier to Wilson.,(.Amesbury., Nov. 18, 1850} (Ford Collection, 
. New York Pub. Lib.), quoted in Albert Mordell, Quaker Militant, 
John Greenleaf Whittier (Boston, Houghton Mifflin., 1933)., 163. 
Mordell merely claims that Vfuittier persuaded Sumner to accept 
the candidacy for the Senate. The letter quoted provides addi-
tional proof that both Sumner's candidacy and Cushing's opposi-
tion were foreseen at least as early as the morrow of the election. 
2- Pierce, Sumner, III, 248. 
3- The Free Sailers held conferences and caucuses almost daily through-
out the period and established a· committee of organization with 
Wilson as Chairman - Wilson, Slave Power, II, 349. 
llZ 
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Marcus Morton, the Locofoco Democrat who was now for, now against, 
the Coalition, published a "Letter to the Massachusetts Legislature" 
in which he denounced the Coalition and pronounced Sumner unfit for 
the Senate.l Wilson was especially irritated by the letter because 
Morton was not a member o£ the Legislature. He took the Senate floor 
and called Morton a lobbyiat.2 Morton's reaction was laughably na!ve. 
In the :face of the evidence, he denied that he had worked against 
S1liiJ.ll6r 1 3 
MOre disturbing to Wilson were the signs of defection within the 
ranks of his own party. Some of the Free Soilers, irritated by De.mo-
cratic bad :faith and despairing of Sumner's chances, wanted to jotn 
forces with the Whigs, while others even proposed taking~ their 
offices from the Demooratst4 The "most unkind est out", however 1 came 
fro.m Wilson's Free Soil opponents, who seized the opportunity to find 
fault wi. th his leadership of the party. The protracted conflict led 
some of them to believe that the Coalition was, in fact, as immoral as 
the Vfuigs said it was. Stephen c. Phillips wrote to Sumner that 
Stephen Higginson was lamenting the fact that the .Adams faction was 
not being consulted and that,under Wilson's direction, the Free Soil 
1- "Letter to t~e Massachusetts Legislature," dated Jan. 18, 1851. 
Boston :Pub. Lib • 
2- See also his sharp reply to Morton, printed in Commonwealth, Mar. 18, 1851. 
3- Morton to Sumner, {Taunton, Mar. 12, i85l), and Morton to J. B. 
Alley, (Mar. 21, 1851). -- Marcus Morton Letterbook, 71-74, Mass. 
Hist. Soc. 
4- Vlalter G. Shotwell, Life of' Charles Sumner {New York, Crowell & Co., 
1910), 228. See also, Wilson, S!ave Power, II, 349. 
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party had reached its nadir,1 Finally, even John G. W?ittier, who had 
persuaded Sumner to run, gave up hope.2 
Weeks had gone by and dozens of ballots had been taken in vain. 
By this time legislative tempers were on edge and there were rumblings 
of public discontent. The mounting avalanche of Hunker Democratic 
and Whig journalistic criticism was having its effect. The people 
were growing restless at:se~ing.their tax-money beii16 spent in sterile 
wrangling over the election of one man. 
Wilson and his "cliS,ue11 · refused to budge. 
At that juncture, the wily Cushing thought he ·smN a way out. Sum-
ner had publicly agreed to the withdrawal of his name. 3 Cushing seized 
the opportunity and declared that he and his men wculd vote for any 
man except him. When even this move did not succeed, Cushing overcame 
his prejudice against 11 shoemakers 11 and tried to subvert Wilson by appeal 
to his ambition. His men approached Wilson and suggested th~t since 
Sumner was willing to relinquish the fight, they would gladly support 
him for the Senate if he would consent.4 'v~hen he rejected the offer, 
Cushin6 came to him personally and repeated it.5 · 
1- Phillips to Sumner, {Feb. 9, 185~ Sumner MSS. Harvard Univ •• The Adams, 
Dana, Palfrey faction backed Sumner to the end, however, Wilson, 
Slave Power, II,349. 
2- Samuel T. Pickard, Life and Letters of John G. Whittier (Boston, Houghton 
Mifflin & Co. 1894)1 !, 352, says Whittier even suggested that Sumner 
should 11 decline at once11 and that Wilson, Knapp, Walker and Governor 
Boutvrellf s three Free Soil councillors should resign. 
3- Cn Feb. 22, Sumner however, wrote to 1ifilson: 11Abandon me, then, when-
ever you think best, without notice or apology. The cause is every-
thing; I am nothing.tt-¥~ilson, Slave Power, II,349. -
4- Pierce, Sumner, III,242. 
5- Fuess, Cushing, II, 100-104, says he repeatedly offered the post to 
Wilson. Seealso: Mann, Wilson, 34-35; Pierce, Sumner, III, 242. 
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It was a temptation to make the angels .fall. Wilson had fought 
the good fight. He had stood by Sumner as long as there was a glim-
mer of hope for success. Now~ with the public impatient, the Free 
Sailers discouraged and both Whittier and Sumner ready (perhaps eager) 
to end the oon:t'lict 8 he had but to say yes and the deadlock would be 
en~ed and he would find himself catapulted into the highest position 
within the gift of the people of Massachusetts. Even if he did not 
consult his own ambition, he had reason to believe that his own 
election would be as great an antislavery triumph. He had led the 
crusade for years 1 while Sumner had contented himself with scholarly 
pursuits. In reality he was more experienced and better equipped to 
fight the "Slave Power" in Congress than Sumner. Perhaps the move 
would not meet with popular approval 1 but the public had a notoriously 
short memory and he would have six long years to vindicate his.selec-
tion. He had but to say yes and the glitter~ng pri~e was his. He 
had but to nod and the ambition of his life would be .fulfilled. 
Henry Wilson said no. 
He said no because he was pledged to Sumner and no prospect of 
personal gain could ever persuade him to violate his loyalty. Above 
all, he said no because he had not helped form:. the Coalition .for the 
bene.fit o.f any particular individual, however deserving he might be, 
but rather .for the cause o.f antislavery.! He had demonstrated before 
1- Commonvrealth Hist. o.f Mass. IV~ 99. 
and he would prove again that he would not hesitate an instant to 
make or break ~ny man or party to bring about the extinction of 
slavery~ and by the same token~ .he refused to work :f'or the advance-
ment of any man -- even himself -- at the expense of the. cause. 
His acceptance o:f' the offer would have demoralized the Coalition 
and turned it into a jobbing concern. He insisted that Sumner was 
the candidate and he would be elected if the legislature had to 
keep on voting until doomsday. 1 
His magnificent refusal -marked the. turning-point in the Sumner 
fight. MOre ballots were taken~ more speeches were made and more 
recriminations were exchanged, but the outcome became increasingly 
certain. On February 26, Senator Usher (Democrat of Middlesex). 
described the opposition of the 11 Indomitablesn as a, 
sectional factious movement, originating in Boston... In 
justice to the free soil members, it should be stated, that 
they have thus far fulfilled their engagements with entire 
good faith, and in a liberal and honorable spirit ••• and 
they .6he n Indomitables~7 are bound by every consideration 
of honor recognized in civilized society to comply with the 
condition upon which that support was given and accepted. 
His view was supported by Senators Robinson (Middlesex) and Whitney 
(Franklin), who were also Democrats. 2 
still, the stalemate continued through the month of March and 
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most of April. On the twenty-fourth of April, Senator Sidney Bartlett, 
1- I~nn, Wilson, 35. 
2- Connnonwealth, Feb. 26, 1851. Quoted from the Democratic Standard. 
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a Boston Whig~ arose and moved that the next vote be taken by secret 
ballot enclosed in envelopes. Despite all the efforts of the Coalition, 
Sumner was still two votes short of election. Bartlett believed that 
one or more of the dispirited Democrats who dared not abandon Sumner 
under Wilsonrs watchful eye, ~uld gladly end the exhausting marathon 
by switching to Winthrop. For a moment, Vfilson, hesitated. Dared he 
trust the Democrats that far? Under the cloak of annonimity they could 
end'the fight by knifing Sumner and placing their own man in the Senate. 
On the other hand, how about the "Indomitables11 ? If the Coalition held 
firm and only one of Cushing's men switched his vote~ Sumner would win. 
Wilson knew each man in the legislature so well that he thought it 
worth the risk.1 Bartlett's motion was accepted and the vote was taken 
for the twenty-sixth time. 
In an atmosphere of almost unbearable suspense the ballots were 
counted. Robert C. Winthrop had 192 votes. Charles Sumner had 193. 
One single n Indomi table11 had changed his vote and Sumner was elected. 2 
As in all such cases, the credit for the victo~ was divisible 
among a number of men, but the man most responsible for Sumner's victory 
1- Benjamin F. Butler, Autobiography and Personal Reminiscences of 
Major-General Benjamin F. Butler. Butler's Book. (Boston, A. M. 
Thayer & Co., 1892), iis-117. Butler claims he was the one who 
persuaded Wilson to accept the secret ballot. This may be true 
or it may be merely another example of Butler's bombastic self-
aggrandizement. 
2- Storey, Sumner, 82. Pierce (Sumner, III, 243 and note) tries ta 
answer the interesting question: who changed his vote to elect 
Sumner? The inquiry narrows down to three possible men. Wilson (Slave 
l?ow.er •. , II, 350), thought it was Israel Haynes of Sudbury. The 
other two: Henry A- Hardy of Danvers and Nathaniel Doane of 
Harwich. 
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was 1 without a shadow of doubt, Henry Wilson~ Sumner1 himself 1 who was 
hardly the man to give unearned credit to anyone, acknowledsed the fact 
in a letter to Wilson written the day after his election: 
To your ability, energy, deter.mination, and fidelity our cause 
owes its present success. For weal or woe 1 you must take the re-
sponsibility of having placed me in the Senate of the United States. 
I am prompted also to add, that, while you have done all this, 
I have never heard from you a single suggestion of a selfish char-
acter, looking in any way to any &ood to yourself: your labors have 
been as disinterested as they have been effeotive1 This consider-ation increases my personal esteem and gratitude. 
It was a noble tribute 1 but~t was also the exact truth. Twenty-two 
years later 1 Robert C. Winthrop ruefully admitted of Wilson that ·,"no 
. "2 
man did as much as he to arrest my Senatorial career. 
Wilson certainly had cause to rejoice, for it was a momentous 
victory. Von Holst, discussing the significance of Sumner's triumph1 
described it as the election of a man "whose name was an emphatic 
protest against the glittering principles and shifting policy" of 
Webster's Seventh of March speech. He called his election: 
a boundary niark in the history of the United States. The 
~igid fidelity to principles and the fiery spirited earnestness 
vf abolitionism, united to the will and capacity to pursue 
political ends with the given political m~ans, received in him 
their first representative in the Senate. 
With the news of Sumner's election, all of Boston and most of 
Massachusetts burst into a delirium of rejoicinc; which li ~valled th~J.t 
of its most c;lorious days. At the corner of Washington and state 
1-The complete text of the letter may be found in Nason & Russell, 
Wilson , 93-94. It is dated: April 25, 1851. 
2-R. c. Winthrop (Jr.L Memoir of Robert c. Winthrop, 281 •. 
3-Herman E. Von Ho~st, Constitutional and Political History of the 
United Stat~s.: (Chicago, Callaghan, 1872-1892), IV1 42, 43. 
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streets, the mana&ers or the Ca.mmonwealth decorated their building 
with the national colors, ill~inated it at night and sent up rockets. 
When thoU§ands gathered to witness the display, they were addressed 
from the east front or the Old State House by Wilson:o Thomas Russell 
(Wilson 1 s biographer), and Joseph Lyman. Durjng his speech ~''ilson 
was interrupted by a cheer for Daniel Webster. When the echoes died, 
he retorted that today's victory and t4e prostration or the Whi&s 
dated from Ma.rch seventh, 1850 "when the.t great man stood up in the 
Senate and repudiated the lone:;-cherished sentiments·of i:viassacbusetts. 111 
The Coalition had, in feet, done more than avenge the past; it had 
prepared the future: 
This Coe.litiOl'l:o by breaking the power of the 11 Cotten Vilb.igs", 
and paving the way for Republican success, opened e. new era 
in Massachusetts politics.2 
During all these transactions, the Vlliigs strove mightily to 
divide and conquor. A steady stream or condemnation and denunciation 
or the Coalition poured from their presses arid from the lips of their 
best orators. In a manner befitting their social e.nd financial status, 
they assumed an air or outraged dignity. Their main argu@ent was that 
a mob o£ semi-literate laborers and fanatical abolitionists, led on 
by cynical, schemmng demagogues were seizing the government of the 
Old Bay State by ~eachery and prostituting it for their personal 
1-Pierce, Sumner, III, 243. This was a generally accepted interpretation 
or the victory. --Ibid., 249-250. Wilson·had completely avenged himself 
on Daniel Webster: Boutwell was an antislavery Democrat and--bitterest 
pmll or all--Webster round his Senatorial seat filled by Rantoul, also 
an antislavery Democrat, and by Sumner, the most intransigent anti-
slavery man in Massachusetts1 · 
2-Hart, Commonwealth Hist. of Mass., VI, 99-100. 
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benefit.
1 
When argument and vilification failed~. they resorted to 
other more subtle pressure. A typical example was the punishment 
meted out to Sumner. Until 1851 he had enjoyed the social favors and 
the beni~n indulgence of a cultured society which looked upon him as 
a promising youn6 man and tolerantly oy,erlooked his antislavery 
eccentricities. But his brashness became impudence when he let 
himself be set up in opposition to Robert c. Wtnthrop. Within a 
short time he became a pariah. His name was ~liminated from the list 
of invitations to social functions and the doors of Beacon Hill and 
the Back Bay were closed against him• Those of his friends who ig-
nored the quarantine received him pri ve.tely, to make sure that no 
embarrassin~ scenes would occur.2 vVhen Sumner himself was humiliated 
in such dr~,stic fashion~ one can well imagine what epithets were 
lavished on a plebeian knave like Wilson. Recognizing him as the 
Catalina of the Caolition, the Whig press attacked him with a 
ferocity limited only by the boundaries of the English language. 
As a final crusher, the V~igs published and circulated widely an 
11Address to the People of Massachusetts". 3 It was prepared by the 
brilliant jurist, Benjamin R. Curtis, who was at that time the Whig 
state Representative from Boston, and was signed by one hundred and 
sixty~seven of the party's most eminent and influential men. In 
the long, close-knitted indictment, Curtis reviewed the background 
1- Boston Semi-Weekly Atlas, Jan. 15, 1851-Apr'l 25, 1851. The general 
Whig position was that 11 The Wh:!-gs cannot expect to elect a Senator: 
but by standing true to their candidate---they may defeat a choice, 
anc throw the election over till next year, which would be a great 
result.--Semi-Weekly Atlas, Jan. 15, 1851. 
2- Pierce, Sumner, III, 1-11. 
3- Curtis, :Memoir of Curtis, I, 138-150 has the complete text. 
of the Coalition and then levelled against it every serious charge 
that Whig ingenuity could devise. The Free Sailers must have winced 
when they read it. The details were accurate and the wording was 
measured and judicial. As for the arguments 1 a good number were 
valid 1 but many were disingenuou~. 
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Curtis did not have to look far to get the facts. Wilson had 
insisted on complete publicity for the whole transaction, even to the 
publication of a complete report of the Democratic-Free Soil caucus 
which met during the evening of. January 2, 1851 to agree on final 
details. This report had been signed by himself, Caleb stetson (Rep. 
from Braintree), Frederic Robinson (Sen. from Essex), and (allegedly) 
James s. Whitney (Rep. from Conway). Instead o£ grudgingly crediting 
Wilson with a certain degree of uncouth honesty, Curtis sneered at 
his exhibition of "naivete" in openly avowing a bargain, and charged 
him with personally profiting fram it. He then asked his readers 
what they thought of a union in which the Free Sailers conceded the 
Governorship to the Democrats but stated that 11 they would take no 
responsibility" for Boutwell ts administration, while the Democrats 
conceded the Senatorship to the Free Soil candidate, 11whoever he 
might ben • When stated in this fashion, it hardly sounded like a 
compact between honorable men to secure better government. 
Proceeding to the indictment, Curtis wrote that the Coalition was 
not a true coalition, since the two parties to it lacked a community 
of interests. Far from being a true coalition, it was 11 a factious 
conspiracy to violate a public trust, and as such criminal, not only 
in morals, but in the l&W of the land. 11 As proof, he cited a legal 
precedent in Virginia, in 1825, which was prosecuted under common 
law. 
He then analysed the Free Soil defense and refuted it piece-
meal. To the:iY contention that the Coalition was necessitated by 
the presence of three minority groups in the legislature he replied 
that it was unnecessary because the Whigs tried to go to the people 
for the election of the Senator. In this case the Free Soil reasdn-
ing was specious and Curtis' reply was just within the limite'> of 
truth. The Whigs had belatedly proposed referring the election to 
the people, but only when they were convinced that it was the most 
expeditious method of defeating Sumner. 
Secondly, the Free Sailers pointed out that S~er was a good 
man. Curtis admitted as much; but pointed out that he was still a 
minority Senator and that the De.mocrats had pledged 'themselves blind 
to the Free Soil candidate. Here Curtis used the word "minority" in 
an equivocal manner. One could say Sumner was a minority Senator 
in the sense that he was the candidate of one of three ininority 
parties, but in the usual sense he had received a bare majority of 
the legislative votes. As for the Democrats being pledged blind 
to the Free Soil candidate, that had been(and continued to be) the 
subject of acrimonious discussion in and out of the legislature. 
l 
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It was at best a moot point 7 bu:t the opponents o£ the Coalition 
used it extensively as their best proo£ that Wilson and the Demo-
crats had entered into a corrupt bargain. This much can be said 
£or their side, that while all the other important officials who 
were elected were formally candidates whose name appeared on the 
ballot, both Rantoul and Sumner were presented after the popular 
election had bean won by the Coalition. 0£ course this defect 
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was inherent in the political practice o£ the day, since ~engtors·· 
: ~.:;:o. were not elected by popular vote. More important than this ;;i 
Was the question o£ whether the Democrats were indeed unqualifiedly 
pledged.to an individual whose principles and character were as un-
known as his name. Caleb Bushing thought so and based his opposi-
tion to Sumner on that ground and on the ground that no member o£ the 
legislature could be constrained to vote against his principles at 
the behest o£ the party majority.l There was much tru:th in this, 
and unless one objected to the £act that any arrangement whatever 
had been made, it was the only serious defect o£ the Coalition. On 
the other hand, there were extenuating circumstances. In the first 
place, it must have been obvious £rom the start that the Free Soil 
candidate would fully subscribe to the principles 6£ that party --
and Free Soilers had gone to great lengths to explain exactly where 
they stood. Then too, once the Coalition had won, no provision o£ 
~he arrangement was fulfilled before Sumner's ~e was presented by 
1- Cushing to Wilson in Boston Post, Feb. 7, 1851. Cushing's position 
! was greatly weakened by the £act that he had voted in favor o£ the 
two-thirds ru[e. Despite his appeal to principles, his main motive 
was a personal hatred o£ Sumner .• :·: '':: · · .. · .. ~ .~: .--.\ _,::-.• 
the joint committee and accepted by the Democratic caucus. Thus 
neither party was definitely committed to the agreement until they 
knew for whom they would have to vote. Had the Democrats been 
i·rreconcilably opposed to Sumner, they could have withdrawn from the 
Coalition even at that late date, as Caleb Cushing had done. ln 
view of these facts, it was an exaggeration to claim that the Demo-
crats had bought a pig in a poke. 
To the Free Soil argument that no one directly concerned in 
the Coalition had profited from it, Curtis contented himself with 
adopting a wait-and-see.attitude. 
In conclusion, he ammered their claim that such arrangements 
were common by a flat. denial and clinched his case by saying that 
even if it were so, it would still be WD~ng, and one is not justi-
fied in seeking a good end by evil means. 
There was one great arg~ent that was conspicuous by its ab-
sence, in Curtis';: brief. .At no point did he allege that the 
Coalition had acted in contravention of the will of the people 
of Massachusetts. The general drift of public opinion seamed to 
favor the action of the Coalition, and it is significant that in 
the election of 1851, the electorate returned it to power and 
those Bemocrats who had voted against Sumner were defeated.l 
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.After his election, Sumner followed the unique precedent es-
tablished by John Quincy Ad~s and submitted a letter of "Acceptance 
l- On defeat of anti-Sumner Democ'batts ~ Pierce, Sumner, III1 252. 
of the Office of Senator of the United States". It was read in 
the Senate by Wilson7 and in the House by N. P. Banks 7 the Speaker. 
In the letter Sumner enunciated his basic principle that 11true 
politics are simply morals applied to public affairs, n and seized . 
the opportunity to delineate his views on the Constitution and the 
blessings of the Union. This passage was, in effect, a refutation 
of the disunion sentiments attributed to him. 1 Following the deli-
verance of this letter, there was a lull in the Sumner fight. Public 
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attention shifted back to the domestic affairs of the State, where the 
political pot continued to boil merrily. 
1- Letter printed in : Charles ~~er, Recen~ Speeches and Addresses. 
(Boston, Ticknor and Fields, 1856);item 1. 
For a witty and pointed, but accurate, summarization of both 
Sumner and his letter to the Massachusetts Legislature, see 
Nevins, Ordeal of the Union, I, p.391-394. Nevins calls the 
letter 11 one of those exasperating peals from Sinai in which he 
was want to display his superiority to ordinary mortals"-~· I, 
P• 391. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 
.ANTISLAVERY ECLIPSE (1851-1853) 
Even while the Whigs and the Coalition were struggling for the 
favor of the voters, during the fall of 1850, and were deadlocked 
over the election of Sumner, the tremendous ahallenge of the Fugitive 
Slave lawwas not ignored. As we have seen, it was an issue in the 
campaign. But it was more than that. It was an issue in itself. 
Some authors1 seem to suggest that all the slavery It outrages" of 
the 1850's were used only to advance the interests of the antislavery 
parties. · As a matter of' fact, they were exploited to their fullest 
e~ent and Wilson, among othe~ was quick to seize any advantage 
that circumstances provided and used it to rally sentiment for his 
party. No politician worth his s.alt would have done otherwise. BUT, 
with him the party was merely a tool, a means to an antislavery end. 
He used any and wery pa:rty, any and every man, to combat the "Slave 
Powern. When groups or individuals re.fused to lend themselves to his 
purpose, he discarded them wit~, alacrity. This is the great difference 
that distinguished him from the machine politician. This is the dis-
tinction that set him above men like Thurlow Wood and Martin Van Buren.2 
This, in fact, is the most important aspect of his character. Until 
1- William G. Bean in ttparty Transformatmons11 in particular. Before 
the\\outrages" could be exploited they had to be perpetrated aDd, 
to cite only the worst one,' who would not recoil at the Southern 
proposal, in 1859, to reopen'the international slave trade? 
2- Wilson is significantly absent from Reinhard H. Luthin's list of 
"Some Demagogues in .American History" (Am.er •. Hist. Rev., LVII, Oct.; 
1951), PP• 22-46, while Nathaniel P. Banks is ·prominently mentioned. 
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the end o£ the Civil Wa~he accepted the honors end distinctions of 
public office only when it was clear that they w~uld increase his 
utility and e.fficiency as an antislavery fighter. His viewpoint 
may have been warped and his methods were certainly dubious, but 
his goal was altruistic. This point is repeatedly stressed because 
it has generally been denied by his opponen~s s.nd underplayed by even 
his most enthusiastic biographers. ~is opponents pictured him as a 
scheming' parvenu who sacrificed everything to his overweening am-
bition, while his admirers were so busy defending his questionable 
practices that they failed to underline his basic idealism.l 
$o him, the FUgitive alave law was more than a political rally-
ing point for antislavery sentiment. It was a definite defeat for 
the friends of freedom. While he had been working to unify end' 
orystalli2e antislavery sentiment in Massachusetts, the South seemed 
to be gaining ground steadily on the Great Issue. EVen more dis-
couraging was the .fact that in_the Bay State itself he sensed a 
definite tendency to acce~ the Compromise e.nd the Fugitive Silave 
law as .#.' established fact. The election of 1850 was no sooner 
over the~ the Webster men held a Union Meeting in Faneuil Hall. 
The call was issued by the famous historians William H. Prescott and 
Jiohn L. Motley. Such It substantial ci tiz.enst' as Dr. J. C. Warren, 
s. D. Bradford and Benjamin F. Hallett (Chairman of the State Demo~ 
cratic Committeet) were present, and Rufus Choate and Benjamin R. 
1- See, for instance, Nason & Russell, Wilson, 88-149; Mann, Wilson, 
29-59. As a perfect exemplification of the opposition viewpoint, 
see Charles Wright, "Our Political Practicee The Usurpations of Vice 
through Popular Negligence •••• u (Boston, .Alfred Mudge8 1864-1865), 
Part I and Part II, sections 1 and 2. 
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Curtis addressed the assembly. At the end of the meeting,it was 
resolved that the Compromise 1tou6ht to be carried out in good faith", 
and that llevery f'~rm of resistance to the execution of a law~ expept 
legal process, is subversive and.tends to anarch~•.1 As we have seen, 
Governor Boutwell, in his annual message, adopted a similar stand. 
Wilson refused to heed these signs of official and public apathy 
on the slavery question. On January 21, 1851, when the twentieth an-
niversary of the Liberator was celebrated by e. generdl..antislavery 
·meeting in Cochituate Hall, .he was one of the chief speakers. .After 
noting that he had been an assiduous reader of that paper for twelve 
years, he acknowledged his 11 debt_ o~ gratitude to Mr. Garrison" for 
his "own love of liberty and regard for the rights of' man all over 
the g;lobe. 112 Then~ after revievrinb the_ struggles of the e.ntislavery 
advoce.tes 1 he ventured the prediction that the day was not far dis-
tant when they would e·•;entually succeed in arresting the extensicn 
of slavery, rescuing the government from th~ grasp of the slave-
powe:r 1 abolishing slav~ry in the national ce.p~tal 1 and surrourcding 
the slave States with a cordon of free States. Once that had been 
done, they could app~al to the hearts and consciences of men and the 
slave. would be freed. "I trust", he e.dded, 11-that many of us will live 
to see the chain stricken from the l~bs of the last bondman in the 
republic". 
1- Rhodes 11 Hist. of: u.s., I, 195; Anderson, "Slavery Issue", ·15 ff. 
2.;;.The complete text of the speech in Liberator, Jan .• 311 l85l.-
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During the 1851 session of the Legislature1 however, the anti-
slavery struggle deteriorated to the level of personal attacks. The 
Whigs had singled out Wilson as the ringleader and Sumner as his 
stooge. The Free Soilers retaliated by abusing Webster. In February, 
Charles Allen, Wilson's colleague, unleashed a bitter and unfair at-
tack against Webster for financial dealings which, at worst, only 
lacked a certain delicate propriety.l The attack was delivered during 
the excitement that marked the peak of th·e SUitmer tight. In May, when 
that struggle was over and partisan passions had cooled, Wilson took 
the floor of the Senate and expressed his own views on the subject. 
He began with a vigorous defense of the Free Soil party, which he 
claimed was a Union constitutional organization. .Af'ter that, he re-
buked the course which Webster had chosen, but, in a manner charac-
teristic of him, he drew a distinction between Webster's political 
activities and the man himself.2 
For the balance of the session, after Sumner's election, Wilson 
busied himself with local issues. The three-month deadlock over 
Sumner had prevented the Democrats from securing any of the refor.ms 
they had contemplated. Now they took up the matter with zest. .Among 
their pet projects were anti-banking and corporation laws, lien laws, 
homestead laws, the secret ballot, the plurality system of election, 
1- Rhodes, Hist. of the u. s., I, 213-215, reviews the incident and 
exonerates Webster. 
2- Nason & Russell, Wilson, 96. Wilson t s attack was perhaps occa-
sioned by Webster's standin the Shadrach case (see below, p. 136). 
See also Wilson's letter to Stansbury, (Washington, May 8, 1851), 
Norcross MSS. t~ss. Hist. Soc. 
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and the liberalising of Harvard College. It must be stressed that 
these were part of the Democratic Locofoco program.~ The Free Soilers, 
partly out of loyalty t~ the Coalition, and partly because they believed 
some of the measures beneficial, supported many of them, but those 
meast,res which did not pass were defeated in part because of Free 
Soil opposition.2 As for Wilso~~ he helped substantially in obtain-
ing the passa&e of en act calling for a third convention to revise 
the State Constitution and in pushing through a Homestead Exemption 
.bill which reserved for·the family of an insolvent debtor five hun-
dr·~:d dollars from the hands of creditors. 3 
By far the most controversial of the refor.m issues of this 
session, however, was the proposea liberalizing of Harvard College. 
Georc;;e S. Boutwell, now the Democratic Governor of the State, had 
been on a committee, in 1850, which proposed subjecting the College 
directly to the State, and the Democrats had made Earvard a plank 
in their 1850 platform. Another harbinger of the impending clash was 
the altercation over the appointment of Francis Bowen to a chair at 
the College, in February of 1851. The short, sharp conflict over 
his appointment had been overshadavted by the Sumner fight, but it 
laid the foundation for years of recrimination between his ;V,hig 
'supporters and their opponents. Bowen, the editor of the North 
1 .. Bean;· 11 Party Transformations", 76 ff. 
2- Ibid~,lll. 
3- Nason and Russell, Wilson, 96. This was one of the few measures he 
actively supported which could be said to favor the workingman. 
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American Review had defied public sentiment with a series of editorial 
articles which were critical of the democratic leaders of the revolu-
tion of 1848 in Hungary.1 The reaction was immediate end bitter. It 
was no wonder the.t when the corporators of Harvard nominated !:him for 
a professorship in history, in 1850, their offer vras interpreted as 
a deliberate flaunting of American principles of democracy. 1ihen his 
nomination came up for confirmation before the Board of Overseers in 
the Senate chamber, on February 6, 1851, it was rejected out of hand. 
Undeterred by this setback, the corporators circumvented the Board by 
appointing him to the chair of Moral P.hilos~phy. It was a costly 
triumph which could well turn into a Pyrrhic viotory.2 
Vfuen the Democrats at last came forth with their proposal to 
liberalize the College, they could count on a backlog of antipahhy 
which favored their move. Harvard had been founded and financially 
fostered by the Commonwealth, but by 1850 it had become a Whig~ 
Unitarian monopoly and a weightly factor in politics. Its administra-
tion vros under the immediate direction of its president and the cor-
porators, and the 6eneral direction of a board of eight-three over-
seers, composed of the Governor and other hi6h officials and the 
Senate of Massachusetts,3 With such an arrangement, it ~-s inevitable 
that once the "'t'ihigs l<1st control over the state 6overmnent.; their 
monopoly of the ~;Oct-llege.~ •.':, " would be challenged. 
1- Art. "Bowen!' in Diet. of .Amer. Biog. 
2- For more details and subse~uent developments in the Bowen case, 
see below, p.l76-77. 
3- Bean, "Party Transformationstt, 77-78, 
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While not noted for antidisestablishmentarianism, Wilson was 
not in favor of maintaining the 'Whig monopoly either. In a later 
reference, to the subject, he descri'bed the situation thus: 
.At that time .Lias~ there were thirty_.one permanent 
overseers, of whom twenty-seven were o£1one political party, and twenty-~ive, of one religious sect. 
( 
With the corporators, the case was even worse: 
In looking; over the catalogue of Harvard College~ I am 
not able to find a single name oi' a corporator, for more 
than half a century, which is not associated with one sect 
in religion and with one party in politics. ·I may be mistaken; 
but out or· the last thirty-three· corporators, who have been 
appointed during the present centu~, I do not see a name 
that is not connected with the Unitarian sect~ in religion, 
and the Federal and Whig parties, i~ politics.2 · 
These were his stated reasons for joining with the Democrats in 
the campaign a6ainst the College. With few exceptions, the loyal 
alumni of Harvard rose to the defense of their alma mater. One of 
the notable exceptions was the historian George Bancroft, who sided 
with the Coalition. 
The bill for re-organization of the College proposed the sup-
planti~ of the existing board oi' overseers with a board of fifteen 
chosen by both Houses of the legislature. Its chances of passage 
were conceded to be favorable, until the eminent Samuel Hoar, him-
self a alumnus of Harvard, made a masterly speech a.:;ainst the bill 
and defeated it. The fight continued until finally Caleb Cushing 
introduced a compromise bill which reduced the number of overseers 
1- Official Report of the Debates and Proceedings in the State Con-
vention, "Assembled M.ay 4th, l853, to R~vise and Amend the Con-
stitution of the Commo:i:xwealth' 6£ Massachusetts", (Bosti:;n, \Vhite 
and Potter, P.r., 1853),III,255.- This work henceforth abbreviated 
as; "Constit. Convent. Debatesu. 
2:'- ~·, III,254. 
to thirty-seven and put tham on a rotating baais.1 The bill was 
approved and in due course became law. Not satisfied with this 
partial victory1 Wilson joined the DemocratiLin raising the issue 
again1 in the campaign of 1851, when he once more attacked the 
Whig-Unitarian monopoly. 
As if all these ce~elopments had not been sufficient to keep 
Massachusetts in a continual state of t~oil1 two fugitive slave 
cases further disturbed the already overwrought public. In the 
first case,a Negro popularly called Shadrach - his real name was 
Frederick Wilkins -- was arrested on February 15 and temporarily 
imprisoned in the Court House building because Massachusetts jails 
were closed to the detention of fugitive slaves.2 Before long'he 
was rescued by a group of Negroes and was on his ~ to Canada.3 
Less than two months after the Shadraoh rescue 1 the Sims case oc-
curred. Sims was arrested on April 3 and also imprisoned in the 
Court House. This time the Un.ited ~ates ·Commissioner, George 
Ticknor Curtis, profiting from his experience in the Shadraoh case, 
threw a heavy _guard around the Court House and _surrounded it with 
a heavy chain.4 His methods, while efficacious in retaining Sims, 
1- Ibid., III, 255. 
2- ThiS was the result of the Personal-Liberty law of 1843. 
3- For details, see Rhodes" Hist. oi' U .. S. 1 I~ 209-210 •. For pre-
vious Fugitive slave episodes under tE:e Fitgitive Slave act of 
1850 see Wilson, Slave P9Wer, It;· 323-329. · 
4- That same night Wilson was addressing the citizens of Asby, Mass. 
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on the evils of the Fugitive· Slave bill. For specimen handbill 
inviting townspeople to the meeting, see Nevins 1 Ordeal of the Union, 
I, 386. 
palyed directly into the hands of the antislaver,y propagandists. 
The only possible improvement on the 11 outrage11 one could suggest 
would have been to imprison him,· if possible, in Faneuil Hall. 
The oase against Sims was air-tight and he was remanded baok 
to slavery.l Getting him back to the South, though, was another 
matter. Fearing interference on the part of the populace, the 
state militia -- which Wilson had ironically helped improve --
was stationed in Faneuil Hall, and at .five o 1 clock in the morning 
he was escorted to a waiting ship, surrounded by a cordon o.f three 
hundred polioemen.2 Vigilance committees, which had been established 
shortly after the passage of the Fugitive Slave law, had done their 
work well and there was a sizeable crowd, but no violence. 
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For the first time since the passage of that law, Massachusetts 
witnessed the legal rendition of a .fugitive slave. As long as argu-
menta over the law had remained academic, many conservative citizens 
had quietly acquiesced to its enforcement. But now that a peaceful 
Negro had actually been seized and returned to slavery from the very 
"cradle o.f liberty", i.here was a definite revulsion of feeling. The 
antislaver.y men, their very souls afire, lashed themselves to nsw 
heights of fury and exasperation. They added this episode to the 
growing list of abominations of the Slave Power and sent out calls 
for mass meetings to give voice to their indignation. When they 
1- Rhodes, Hist. of the u. s., I, 211, also reviews the early developments 
of this case 1n some detail. For later details, Wilson, Slave Power, 
II, 333-335; H. S. Commager. Theodore Parker, (Boston, Little Brawn, 
1936 ), 197, 220 ff. 
2- Incidentally, Sims escaped to Grant's ar.my -- and freedom -- in 
1863. - Wilson, Slave Power, II, 335. 
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were refused the use of Faneuil Hall for that purpose, they met at 
Tremont Teinple 11 where Horace Mann, .the presiding officer, tersely 
reminded them that it was only proper that Faneuil Ball should be 
mute when the Court House was in chains. The assembly was then 
harangued by P.hillips 11 Parker, Higginson, Garrison and Wilson, among 
others. Toward the end of the evening,resolutions were adopted to 
the effect that anyone helping by word or deed to recapture a fUGitive 
slave was robbing him of his inalienable right and violating Christian 
ethics and the law of God.1 Other meetings were held on the Boston 
Common and in Chelsea. The latter gathering resolved that: ttwe pledge 
ourselves individually to pray it down 11 to talk it down, to act it down, 
lt2 to vote it down. '· 
The antislavery men did not have the day entirely to themselves, 
however. A sizeable group of the "substantial" citizens still·favored 
rigid enforcement of the law. In !'act, fifteen hundred of 11the most 
wealthy and representative citizens, merchants, and bankers of Boston 
were said to have volunteered their services" to aid in the Sims ren-
dition, and practically all of the Whig newspapers in Boston were al-
most enthusiastic in their desire to see law and order enforced.3 In 
a typical statement, the Boston Courier expressed satisfaction that: 
The disturbers of the peace have been put down by the fir.m 
countenance of the citizens 1 and the resolution everywhere 
displayed to maintain law and order.4 
1- Thomas Wentworth Higginson1 Cheerful Yesterdays 1 (Boston, Houghton 
Mifflin Co. 11 1898), 47. 
2~ Rhodes, Hist. of u. s., I, 211. 
result of the Sims rendition was 
that resulted in the election of 
Bennett, Whittier, 232. 
There is a possibility that one 
a stiffening o£ antislavery resolve 
Sumner, -- Higginson, Op. Cit. 1 146; 
3- Bean, 11Party Transfor.mations", 92. 
4- Boston Courier, Apr. 1411 1851. 
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In this instance, as in the case of the Shadrach rescue~ they faith-
fully reflected the stand of Daniel \febster, who was so fully com-
mitted to the Fugitive Slave law that he had expressed interest in 
bringing Shadrach's rescuers to trial and in prosecuting Elizur 
Wright 1 the editor of the Commonwealth, who had approved of their 
action.l This was_probably the main cause for Wilson's speech 
against him in May. 
Despite the frantic efforts of the antislavery men, the Sims 
case was the storm before the lull. By the time the legislature 
closed its session, on May 23., public interest, perhaps exhausted 
by the unprecedented series of political and social convulsions, 
s·ank to a new low of apa.thy.2 I£ proof were needed that antislavery 
fortunes were at ebb-tide, it was provided by the fact that there 
was again, in this year, a. resurgence of the pro~ibition issue.3 
!J,'he two issues alternated like the figures in to;r barometer~. As 
the antislavery men receded, the prohibition woman came out. 
Wilson was aga:n moving with the tide when he vvas elected Vice-
president of the Legislative Temperance Society 11 and industriously 
availed himself o£ every occasion to promote the temperance cause11 • 4 
- .. . 
1Vith the opening of the political campaign of 1851, party lines 
. .. . '- . 
and issues were changed or modified. The Democratic party was now 
1- Bean, "Party Transf'ormationsn~ 91-92. 
2- Lorenzo Sears~ Wendell Phillips, Orator and Agitator (N. Y., Double-
day Page & Co, 19o9), 150:51; Smith, ·Pa:rties and slavery:. 27,32; 
Nevins, Ordeal of-the 'Onion, I, 399-401. 
3- Ibid., 29-30, 229, .. 
4- Nason & Russell, Wilson, 97. 
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definitely divided into tvro camps: the pro-slavery Hunkers and ·the 
antislavery Coalitionists. The breach became public after Robert 
Rantoul 1 Jr.# was openly denounced~ in April~ for a speech in which 
he said that the States, not Congress, should decide the fate of 
fugitive slaves. Benjamin F. Hall@.tt., who still controlled the Massachusetts 
Demotlratt,():., party ma."chinery was definitely committed to the Com-
promise. -As we have seen, he had taken a prominent part in the 
Faneuil Hall Union meeting; of November, 1850. He had not changed 
his views since then, and made the Fugitive Slave law a party test 
at the State Convention. 1 
The Whig split between the Webster and Winthrop factions was 
successfully bridged by adopting a platform calling for jury trials 
for fugitive slaves (a Winthrop victory) and favor~ng the nomination 
of Fillmore for the Presidency (a Webster victory). Peac~was doubly 
assured when Winthrop was named to run for Governor and the party de-
cided to i6Jlore the slavery issue and concentrate on its fight with 
the Coalition.2 
Wilson and the Free Soilers decided to take their chances with 
the Coalition. They still hoped to make the arrangement permanent 
and eventually convert it into an antis~avery party. Many of them 
~ ....... 
began to call themselves Free Democrats. Meanwhile,Wilson urged 
1- Bean; 11 Parby Transformations", 95-97. 
2- ~·~ 97-101, 106. 
them not to interfere in the domestic disputes of the Democratic 
factions. 1 As a final concession to their allies, they limited 
138 
their demands to the non:..extension. of slavery and the rejection of 
the Fugitive Slave law. 
The simple demands of the_Massachusetts antislavery men, in 
1851, merit a little attention. They represented a long~ slow re-
treat from the ideals of the previous decade. Under the pressure 
of grim political realities, they had abandoned such demands as i~ 
mediate (or early) uncompensated emancipation~ the extension of the 
Northwest Ordinance to the-territories, and the admission of Texas 
without slavery. They. had even temporarily muted their insistence 
on the abolition of the slave-trade and slavery itself in the national 
Capital. In accordance with Wilson's fabian policy, they had moved 
from offensive to strictly defensive positions~ contenting themselves 
with d~ands for the non-extension of slavery and repeal of the Fugitive 
Slave law•2 To many of the more intransigeant, it must have seemed like 
an inglorious defeat, but to Wilson and his group,it seemed like the 
strategy of common sense. He admired and sympathized with the Garris~n­
ian idealists, but he was unwilling to share their splendid isolation.3 
He strove for the same goal as they, but instead of waiting for the 
people to come to him he was willing to go to the people. 
1- Wilson's letter to the Boston·Post; Oct. 25, 1851. 
2- Bean, uParty Transformations",· 103. 
3- Speech of Feb. 3, 1846, in Liberator~·ruar~ s; 1846, and Speech on 
Anniversary of the Liberator• Liberator, Jan. 31, 1851. 
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Was he right in his stand? Again, as in the case of the Coalition, 
we must question the methods used, rather than the end sought. At 
worst, it meant shifting and trimming which lent color to the charge 
that he was not in earnest in the antislavery crusade. At best, it 
me~nt that he was adjusting the program so that he could lead the 
people gradually but irresistibly toward the desired goal. It was 
typical of him that he was always one step ahead of the people, but 
hardly ever more than one step. 
This was not the point at issue in the campaign of 1851, haw-
ever. During that contest~ there were many minor issues such as 
prohibition, Harvard, the ten-hour law, and other technicalities 
. 1 
of local interest, but the main battle ?ms waged between the Vfuigs 
and the Coalition. It was, in effect, a sort of public referendum 
to determine whether the people approved of the Locofooo Coalition 
and its measures. In any event, the campaignwas not fought.on the 
slavery issue. 
It was A confliqt between groups, and because of that, it was 
soiled by more than the usual amount of partisan vituperation. The 
. . 
Whigs, though split and weakened by internal jealou~ies, vented their 
spleen in unmeasured language against the Coalition. Like the Bourbon 
kings of France, they forgot nothing and learned nothing. Instead of 
appealing for votes with a positive program, they contented themselves 
with blanket denunciations of all their opponents, including the non-
l- Bean, "Party Transformations", 97-101~ 106; .Anderson, 11 Slavery 
Issue11 , 41. During the campaign, Wilson made at least thirty-two 
speeches in thirty-one cities and towns. For his speaking schedule, 
see Commonwealth, Oct. l - Nov. 6, 1851. He and Anson Burlingame 
were the two most active speakers in Massachusetts, during this 
contest. 
Coalition "conscience" Whigs~ as "anarchists and revolutionists in 
dis~uise, seekin& to destroy those things upon which good 6overnment 
and property depended") Theirs was the cantankerous querulousness 
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of old age. The Coalition on the other hand~ while hardly in a posi-
tion to call the kettle blaok1 at least had done something and pro-
mised to do more. 
\Vhen the elections were over, the returns showed that despite 
an all-time record of l37;ooo votes, the relative strength of the 
parties remained unohanged.2 The Coalition had won again and r~-
mained in control of the state govermnent. Its jubilant members 
read into the election a renewed mandate to continue the good work. 
The Free Soilers 1 for their part, had a double. cause for rejoicing. 
They had not only carried the State but had also made a stronger 
showing than their colleagues in any other part of the Union. 3 The 
only shadow at the feast was the fact that the referendum on the re-
vision of' the Constitution had been defeated by almost five thousand 
votes.4 
Wilson won reelection to the State Senate. It was his last te~ 
in the Legislature. When that body convened1 Boutwell was again 
1- Boston Advertiser, Sept. 111 1851, Address of the Convention. For 
general appraisal and criticism of reactionary attitude of Whigs 
(and their predecessors~ the-Federalists), see Samuel Eliot Morison, 
ttFaith of a Historian", ·Amer. Hist. Rev·., LVI (Jan~, ·1951), 272-73. 
2- Hart, Commonvtealth Hist. of Mass., IV1 381; .Anderson, "Slavery Issue", 41. 
3- Bean says it was 11 because the leaders of the Free Soil party there, re-
mained loyal to it; whereas in other states many of the influential 
'converts' renounced their new part.y allegiance. The Coalition also 
contributed to the prolonged life of Free Soilism in Massachusetts, 
for the Democrats needed the assistance of the Free Soilers t6 
'revolutionize'· the Constitution It- "Pa~ty Transf'ormation''., 110. 
4- For revision: 60,97~, vs revision: 65,846 -- ~·~ 110. · 
selected as Governor and Wilson was again elected to preside over 
the Senate.l We might note in passing that with characteristic 
assiduity, he was never absent from a single session of the ~eneral 
Court, during the three years 1850-1852, except for a single day when 
he took leave to attend the funeral of a £riend.2 
The growing chaos which crippled political parties during 1852 
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and 1853 was reflected in the actions and dealings of the legislature, 
at the start of its new session. The defeated Whigs profited from 
the preliminary jockeyins for position by attempting to divide and 
conquer. On the one hand,they continued to blast the Coalition; on 
the other, they quietly proposed a Coalition of their own with 'bhe 
Conscience 'Vhigs, suggesting that Hopkins (Whig) be made the Speaker 
of the House and that Palfrey (Conscience Whig) be made Governor.3 
Despite the similarity of names, the Whigs and Conscience Whigs were 
much farther apart on the issues of the day than the Conscience Whigs 
and Free Sailers (with whom they continu~d to work) or even the Co~ 
science Whigs and the majority of Democrats. Vfuile the Free Soil-
Democratic Coalition was open to criticism, it was at least a "natural" 
combination of men who were in sympathy with each otherst antislavery 
and Locofoco reforms.4 The Vihig proposal 1vas based on sheer expediency. 
1- He was elected by a vote of 27 to 16.-- Nason & Russell, Wilson, 98. 
2- Ibid., 102. . 
3- m:!ion to SUillller, (Natick, Jan~ 5, 1852),Surimer MS~ .• Harvard Univ.; 
Ibid~,(Boston, Dec. 15, 1851); see also: J. B. All~ to Sumner,· · 
""(Ta'ii. 23, 1852), Sumner :MSS. .Amasa Walker wrote to S1.U'Dller (Jan. 3, 
1852) that the Whigs were even 'willing· to join with the Hunker Demo-
crats to achieve their purpose. If so, they were guilty of the most 
cynical expediency. 
4- Bean, ttParty Transform.ationsu, 1~.,l1!o .. 
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While Wilson had for.med the Coalition to further the cause of anti-
slavery, the Whigs wanted a union for the sole purpose of under.mining 
the Free Soilers and attaining o££ice.1 
Despite the dire warnings o£ the Vfuigs and the glovdng promises 
of the Coalition, most of the transactions of the 1852 session of the 
General Court were o£ a routine nature.2 Ita most prominent and con-
troversial action was the passage o£ a A~ine liquor law, which t~ 
porarily imposed outright prohibition on the State.3 It was more 
puritanical than Locofoco in nature, and its sponsorship~ more 
geographical than partisan, being supported by the rural and opposed 
by the urban legislators. Insofar as it received party recognition, 
it was supported by the Free Sailers and Whigs and opposed by the 
Democrats. During the debate on the bill Wilson expressed certain 
doubts of its chances, thinking that it would only pass subject to 
a referendum. When it reached the Senate, he left the Chair long 
enough to deliver a strong speech in its favor, declaring that: 
"Hereto.fore we have tried to regulate the sale of ardent spirits. 
This billwill stop it."4 When the voi(e was taken, the Senate passed 
it by a vote o£ 30 to 9 and it soon became law.5 
1- See the letters cited above in note3,p. 141 
2- Wilson to Sumner, (Feb. 3, 1852), Sumner MSS. Harvard Univ. 
3- For Wilson's long speech advocating submitting the bill to a 
popular vote 1 see Commonwealth, Mar. 1, 1852. 
4- Wilson to Sumner 1(Fe~. 17, l852) 1 Sumner MSS. Harvard Univ.; Nason and Russell, Wilson, 9a. - · 
5- Nathaniel P. Banks to Sumner1 (WJELr. 9, 1852), Sumner :MSS. Harvard Univ. 
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During the whole session, the only marked division between the 
Whigs and the Coalition occurred when the latter rammed through another 
measure calling for a revision of the constitution. The Whigs fought 
tooth and nail against it, but the result was never in doubt. The 
bill was ~ccepted, subject to popular.approval, and again became an 
important issue in the fall elections.1 
The only other conflict of importance was of a more personal 
nature. On February 20, Senator Charles H. Warren rose and taunted the 
Free Sailers on the subject of Charles Sumner. It was a sensitive 
point. Sumner's election had been gree~ed with ecstatic rejoicing and 
with promises that a new era had dawned in the struggle over slavery. 
The Free Sailers confidently eJtpected that his entry. into the Senate 
would be heralded by one of those oratorical onslaughts against slavery 
and ·all its works such as later made him immortal. But Sumner, perhaps 
intent on disproving Caleb Cushing's ch&rge that he was a "one idea'd 
abolitionist", contented himself with brief remarks on desultory sub-
jects and remained silent on the Great Issue.2 The Vfuigs were quick 
to.sense the situation and were soon mercilessly deridin& the Free 
Sailers for working so hard and sacrifioin6 so much to elect a Silent 
1- Bean, 11 Party Transformationsn, 117. 
2- Sumner was not entirely inactive on the issue. On May 26, 1852 
he introduced a Quaker petition for the repeal of the Fugitive 
Slave act and during the ensuing debate he said he refused to· 
recognize its validity, (Wilson, Slave Power, II, 354-58) but, 
except for a few isolated attempts to secure the floor, he did 
not deliver a set speech against slavery itself until August. 
Senator.l The Free Sailers concealed their initial disappointment 
~s best they could and hoped against hope.that Sumner would soon see 
fit to vindicate his election. After all~ they had not placed him 
in the Senate so that he could demonstrate his latitudinarianism. 
As months rolled by and they still waited in vain for a classic dia-
, . ' 
tribe, Whig sarcasm became intolera-ble. Their disappointment gave 
way to dismay and finally to despair.2 
For reasons best knownto himself~ Sumner waited until August. 
nine months after takint; his seat, be.fore coming out against slavery, 
By that time most of his friends had given up hope for him. Their 
party had been reduced to a squabbling faction that was a mere shadow 
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of its old self 1 their morale had been shattered and their hard-earned 
victories had crumbled into dust. Sumner's reticence, of course, was 
not the only cause of their decline, but,it was a bitter thing indeed 
to witness the dissipation of years o£ heartbreaking work while their 
shining champion remained as mute as the sphinx. 
. . .. 
Wilson, the man who had placed him in the Senate, underwent a 
keen and searching torture. He had worked l~ke a fiend, sacrificed 
his reputation, compromised with his principles and denied his ambi-
tion so that Massachusetts could h~ve an.~nflexible antislavery cham-
pion in the Senate o£ the United States -- and now that he was there 
l- Wiibaon to Sumner, (June 29, l852L Sumner MSS. Harvard Univ. 
2- Ibid., He told Sumner that if he did not speak soon nineptenths 
'()'£the Free Sailers would denounce him. For a general sketch o£ 
reaction to Sumner's silence in the Senate and the campaign o£ 
1852, see Dedham Gazette, Dec. 4, 1852. 
he refused to open his moutht Sumner had been his brilliant ~er 
to the South~ the doughfaced Northern Congressmen~ the compromising 
Webateri tes 11 and the pre:>-slavery Whigs and Hunker Democrats -- .and 
he refused to speak outl Under worse conditions than now~ Joshua 
R. Giddings of Ohio, John P. Hale of New Hampshire and John Quincy 
Adams of Massachusetts had spoken in season and out of season against 
the Great Evil. Why couldn't he do likewise? 
Many other men would have given up in disgust. Many men did. 
But Wilson had unshakable faith in Sumner. ~e did not understand why 
he did not speak., but he was willing to wait until Sumner thought the 
time had come. At first his promptings were mild., and he cautioned 
Sumner to abide by his own judgment as to the right time to speak. 
. . 
Then, as months passed and political campaigns were in the offing, 
his pleading became more urgent. Finally. he begged him frantically 
not to let the session close without. breaking his incaJilprehensible 
silence • 
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. · · In February, 1852.t however, a crisis had not been reached. When 
Senator·Warren had thrown his shafts, Wilson sprang to Sumner 1 s· de-
fense. On the twenty-fourt~ he delivered a full-scale speech in which 
he reviewed the political developments o£ the recent past and assured 
his opponents that Sumner would speak at the proper time.1 With that 
reply the voices of satire were temporarily stilled. 
1- Speech printed in full in Commonwealth, ~. 1, 1852. 
- ----
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There were o~~er matters of current interest to draw public 
attention. Early ·:in the year" President Millard Fillmore visited. 
Massachusetts. He: did :t).ot penetrate the State deeper than Spri'.ng-
field, but his prJ;sence within the borders of the State demanded 
,, 
that the. official ::courtesies be extended. As the ranking officer 
of the Legislatur~:, the duty of pro. viding ~ welcome devolved ·upon 
. II 
. !' 
Wilson. He was ~med chairman of the committee o£ welcome and w.hen 
ol 
I 
I 
Fillmore arrived 1:n Springfield,he delivered the official address. 
~ . . . 
II 
While he perform.ecf his function satisfactorily,he did so without 
I, 
enthusiasm, since Fillmore was not only a "Hhig" but the man who had 
f' 
signed the hated ~i'ugitive Slave bill into law.l 
" Shortly af'te~~ Fillmore• s visit, Wilson was again called upon 
to present the ofj~icial welcome of the State. This time, though, 
,: 
his heart was in jiis work and. he fairly outdid himself. Louis 
i: 
Kossuth, the defelil.ted and exiled leader of the Hungarian democratic 
:•, 
'i 
revolution of 184t3Jarrived in the United States in December, 1851, I! - . . . . 
II 
to f;ather f~t.mpath:y and funds forhis defeated cause. The welcome 
he received on hils arrival in New York verged on the hysterical. 
·I 
The Kossuth crazei: overspread the country with greater speed and 
:r -
intensity than an;: epidemic. In ma:o;y ways it was. an inexplicable 
as it was nrulen~. Perhaps it fulfilled a long-felt .American 
:: 
craving for roman~ic glory which the unglamerous decades-long wrangling 
lr ·· . - • • 
,, 
•I 
over Negro slavery- (and even the Mexican War), had been unfitted to 
satisfy. 
--~-------------~· I 
1- Nason & Russell, Wilson, 98; l.VI'a.nn, V'lilson, 2S. Both. of these 
works describe the reception with significant brevity. 
M7 
If the general result of Kossuth's visit were dramatic, its 
effect on Wilson was positively startling. Of course, he had per-
sonal and political reasons for favoring Kossuth. The Bowen case 
of the previous year1 with its overtones of personal and partisan 
animosity, had deepened his conviction that Kossuth was the martyr 
of a noble but tragic cause. In January of 1851, when he had spoken 
at the twentieth anniversary of the Liberator, it was not emptY, 
rhetoric which caused him to say that Garrison had instilled in him 
a "love of liberty and regard for the rights of men all over the 
1 globe". The generalization was a thinly veiled expression of his 
early sympathy with the revolutions of 1848 generally and the Hun-
6arian revolt in particular. 
Even so, it is difficult if not impossible, to explain why an 
otherwise leve1teaded man like him should have been so completely 
and irrationally obsessed by an altogether quixotic scheme. Had 
his enthusiasm roughly paralleled the climax and decline of public 
sentiment~ it would be easy to ascribe it to political opportunism. 
With antislavery indefinitely dormant as an issue, it would have 
been convenient to shift the sight from freedom at home to freedom 
in Europe. It was a cheap trick, but it would work. This was 
precisely the accusation which his enemies levelled at him, but the 
facts simply do not fit the theory. The action he favored was too 
extreme and he insisted on it long after it had lost its epham~al 
appeal. 
1- See above, P• t~g. Italics mine. See also Commonwealth, Dec. 5, 1851, 
and subsequent issues for Wilson's speeches containing enthusiastic 
endorsement of Kossuth's cause. · 
Soon after Kossuth's arrival in New York, Sumner made a short 
speech in the Senate in which he warned that leader not to expect or 
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urge our intervention in Hungary. Seeply disappointed by Sumner's 
attitude, Wilson wrote him a long letter. Ai'ter inf'ormi:ng him of miscel-
laneous developments in Massachusetts, he deftly introduced the subject 
upper-most in his mind and spent the next two and a half pages discussing 
the Kossuth question. · There was no doubting where he stood. 11 0ur 
friends £the Free Seiler!? with entire unanimity go the doctrines of 
Kossuth," he said. "For one I would go for any- man or party to get 
the country oonmdtted to it.ul Even Lewis Cass, the Democratic leader, 
who recommended outright intervention at this time, could be elected 
on that issue, he thought.2 As for Massachusetts generally, only the 
"fools in the House" opposed Kossuth. 3 In the last two pages of his 
letter, he came out very strongly in i'avor of thwarting the designs 
of the Czar in Hungary, even if it meant declaring war against 
Russia. Non-intervention, he declared, dishonored this country. 
Unlike Seward, who later favored a foreign military adventure 
in the hope of avoiding the impending Civil War, Wilson had no ulterior 
motive in recommending this absurd step. With him, it was a case 
of runaway idealism that reeked not -what the consequences might be. 
1- Wilson to SllJilner, (Natick, Jan. 5, 1852)~ Sumner MSS. Harvard Univ. 
See also, J. B. Alley to Sumner, (Jan. 23, 1852), Sumner MSS. Harvard 
Univ. Amasa Walker favored a strong protest to Russia, but opposed 
intervention: Walker to Sumner, (Jan. 3, 1852), Sumner MSS. Harvard 
Univ. Caleb Cushing and Francis R. Gourgas also favored Sumner's 
non-intervention stand. 
2- Wilson to Sumner, (Boston, Dec. 15, 1851), Sumner MSS. Harvard Univ. 
3- Ibid., (Natick, Jan. 5, 1852). The rest of this paragraph is based 
on this letter. 
149 
Thout;h. cautioned against nprecipitancyn in the matter, he never 
l hesitated. When Cass diplomatically retreated from his interven-
tionist position in February, Wilson abandoned him. 2 
His enthusiasm was so infectious that soon the entire Coalition 
was in favor of sending our invincible soldiers over to Hungary to 
whip the Czar and reestablish democracy. 3 The climax came in April, 
when Kossuth made his triumphal entry into Mass~chusetts. On his 
arrival in Springfield he found Wilson at the head of a State Co~it-
tee of twenty-one Senators and Representatives · sent to welcome him 
into the States.4 After an introduction by fl~son Burlingame, Wilson 
delivered his speech of welcome. Assuring his guest of the sympathy 
and hospitality of historic and free Massachusetts he greeted him 
not only as a man -- for the people of Massachusetts, he said, were 
not man-worshippers -- but as the true representative of Hungary. 
Then, after reviewin5 the recent history of that country, he expressed 
the fervant hope that under Kossuth 1s lead it would soon be free. To 
thi~ Kossuth replied that his greatest desire was that his country 
would soon be indeed free and that he was grateful for his warm recept-
1- Ibid. 
2- Ibid. (Feb. 17, 1852). 
3- Bean, 11 Party Transformations"" 123-124; Kossuth in Kew England 
(Boston, John P. Jewett & Co., 1852). passim. 
4- Ibid., 37. Unless otherwise indicated, subsequent details taken 
£ram this account. 
ion.1 
His arrival in Boston~ on April 28. was the signal for the start 
of a celebration such as the city had never seen. Indicative of the 
tenor of public sentiment~ were the banners over the entrance of the 
State House. They read: ''\Vashington & Kossuth11 , "The Occident and 
the Orient". No higher honor could be paid a man than that of com-
paring him with the Father of our Country. When he was introduced 
to the Senate, Wilson again delivered the speech of welcome.2 The 
wording was different, but the sentiments were the same as those 
expressed in Springfield. After a two-day tour of the city, Kossuth 
wound up his visit with a legislative banquet in Faneuil Hall, where 
nearly nine hundred guests were in attendance. He was escorted to the 
scene by a for.mal procession originating in the State House. Once 
again• Wilson presided over the festivities and delivered the major 
address.3 This time he hailed Kossuth as the true Governor of Hungar,Y 
and declared that: 
The Czar of .Rus.sia, in violating the rights of Hungary~ has 
violated the rights and ~utraged the sentiments of the United 
States, and of all t~e civilized world. 
Further than this Wilson dared not go, since Massachusetts had not 
officially committed itself in favor of intervention. Under his 
prodding, that deficiency was soon corrected. Kossuth left the State 
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1- Ibid., 37-39. Of this speech, SUJirner wrote to Wilson: " ••• Saward has 
just come to my desk; and his first words were, 'What a magnificent 
speech Wilson made to Kossuth\ I have read nothing for months which 
took such hold of me!' I cannot resist telling you of this, and ad-
ding the expression of my sincere delight in what you said. It was 
eloquent, wise,_and apt.tt --Quoted in Nason & Russell, Wilson, 101 n. 
Wilson later thanked Sumner for his sentiments. -- Wilson to Sumner, 
(May 4, 1852), Sumner MSS. Harvard Univ. 
2- Kossuth in New England, 75-76. 
3- lbid., 98-lOO 
---- ---
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in a blaze of' e;lory a week later. Had Ba.ssachusetts copied the example 
of' other States, she would have quickly forgotten her escapade and con-
signed his name to oblivion. Wilson was determined that this should 
not be. When Gov '9rnor Boutwell sent a message to the Legislature 
recommending intervention by the United States, a special joint 
committee he~ded by Charles c. Hazewell was appointed to study it,and 
reported back eight resolves underwritin& the Governor's recommend-
ations.1 At about the same ti~e~ on May 17, a Kossuth Committee of' 
twelve member·s, includint; Wilson1 was formed to collect funds to h'elp. 
For months thereafter Wilson beat the drum of' interventionism in vain.2 
The admiring crowd soon lost interest and hastened on to other more 
titillating scenes. This was the year of' the Presidential elections, 
and.with the party conventions in the of'f'ing,there was little time or 
inclination to chase wild geese across the Atlantic when a more e:x:cit-
ing and less dangerous sport was available at home. With the profound 
deference due the great game of' politics, ilhe St.ate Legislature closed 
its session early in the spring. In recognition of' his devotion as 
a 'leader and impartiality as the presiding of'f'icer of' the Senate, that 
body tendered Wilson not only the usual vote of' thanks but an inscribed 
3 gold watch as well. 
And now f'or political As usual, a feverish hunt began f'or candi-
dates who insisted on making themselves ridiculously easy targets.4 
Few, very few of' them, however) could meet the acid test of' nonenity 
1- !bide 1 28lf"-307 t 
2 .. I'bid., 306-12 • 
3- liason & .F..ussell, Wilson, 102. 
4- For an excellent description and analysis of' the campaign of' 1852, 
see Nevins, Ordeal of' the Union, II., Chapter 1, pp. 3-42. 
---
-----
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which the great commandment of 11 availability11 then required. Both. 
the Democrats and the Whigs looked hig;h and low for a man who had 
never answered a significant political question with a qualified~1 yes 11 
a ·modified 11 non or even a cautious "maybe". ~nfortunately 1 most of. 
the candidates of national standing had been trapped, at some time 
or other in their career1 into taking ane~ivocal ste.nd of some kind 
'::l 
on the critical problems of the day and had thereby disqualified 
themselves. 
During their June convention in Baltimore, the Democrats walked 
into the stable and selected the darkest horse of the lot; Franklin 
Pierce. As far as was discernible, his record was unblemished by 
convictions of any kind. Northern fanatics and Southern fire-eaters 
would have to look long and hard before they could detect where he 
stood on any question, let alone slavery. Thus qualified, he seemed 
eminently fitted to guide the destinies of the nation during the 
troublous years e.head. · 
When the \Vhig convention met in the same hall two weeks later(June 116) 
>the· Whig:s ... ,. realized that they had a great challenge to meet. 
Burdened e.s they were with the presence of men of ability and distinc;t.. 
tion, they labored under a great handicap. With manly fortitude, they 
rose to the occasion, eliminated Daniel Webster and Millard Fillmore, 
and settled on Winfield Scott. He was the obvious man for the post. 
Not only was he as neutral as fresh air on every question of importance, 
he was also a general -- and the Whigs had never won except with a 
general. 1 
1-Ibid., II, 27. 
As might be suspected,Henry Wilson was an interested and active 
pe_rticipant in these transactions. As early as December, 1851, he 
wrote hi's estimate of possible nominations to Sumner. At that time, 
he believed the Democrats would choose ~ither William 0. Butler of 
Kentucky or Lewis Cass. Between the two he favored Cass for the 
Presidency 11 if we must have a Democrat1t because Cass we.s then in 
f~vor of intervention in Hungary. As for the Whigs~ he felt sure 
that they would nominate Scott, since the "Union factionists 11 who 
backed Webster and Fillmore were "used up11 • 1 By the fifth of January, 
he was convinced that the Whigs would nominate Scott and would elect 
him. For the past year and a half, he said, he had thought Scott 
would be the \Vhi~ choice. If he could be nominated unpled6ed to the 
Compromise or 1850, he would 11 sweep the country like a tornado". His 
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military reputation alone was worth 200,000 votes and if he were wise 
enouGh to come out stroD61Y for Kossuth, he would carry Massachusetts 
by 30,000 votes; including 20,000 Free Soil votes.2 By the seven-
teenth of February, when he again wrote to Sumner, he had had a change 
of heart about the prospective Democratic nominee: "Cass had me.de a 
fool of himsel£ 11 , he said,. referring to his about-face on interven-
tion in ~ungary. As for Fillmore and Webster, he still insisted that 
they were politically dead for support~ng the Compromise of 1850, and 
he thought that Sumner should now expose Scott as a supporter of that 
' 3 
measure. 
1-Wilson to Sumner,(Boston, Dec. 15, 1851), Sumner MSS. Harvard 'Cniv. 
He thoU&ht the Whigs would most probably run John G. Palfrey for 
Governor "or anyone else who seemed able to. whip the Coalition".-Ibid. 
2-Wilson to Sumner,(Natick, Jan. 5, 1852),Sumner MSS. Harvard Univ.----
3-Wilson to Sumner, (Feb. 17~ 1852), ~umner MSS. Harvard Univ. 
Despite the fact that he was persona non grata to the regular 
Whigs of Massachusetts, Wilson was on hand to throw what weight he 
could against Webster in the Whig Baltimore convention. How la~ge 
a part he played in the eventual defeat of Webster we sha~l never 
know, but we do know that he greeted his final overthrow with un-
seemly joy, exclaiming: "We have dirked him l We have dirked him 1111 
He had warned the Websterites the.t he would 11 getn them if it was the 
last thing he did, but his exultation too closely rese~~led that of 
jackals rejoicing over the death of the lion. If such were the price 
he had to pay to establish his reputation for invincibility, it was 
too high. 
On returninb home, he sampled public opinion and at the end of 
June advised Sumner that if the election took place immediately, Pierce 
would certainly be elected.2 Though most people were ready to concede 
the fall election to Pierce, he still had his doubt. On July 7, the 
day after the Worcester State Free Soil convention, his enthusiasm ran 
away with his better judgement. The convention had nE\llled Salmon P. 
Chase as their choice for the forthcoming national Free Soil conven-
tion. Wilson, who favored Chase (with John M. Niles as his running-
mate) calculated that. with him they could win Maine, New York, Penn-
sylvania, Ohio, Indiana, Wisconsin, Michigan, and perhaps Iowa. vHth 
1~ Nevins, Ordeal of the Union, II, 29. Webster learned the bitter 
lesson that helping the South was a thankless task. Not a single 
Southerner came to his aid.-Ibid., II, 30. Douglas, Pierce, 
Buchanan and others might have profited from his example. 
2- W~lson to Sumner/(June 29, 1852), Sumner MSS. Harvard Univ •• But only 
the week before he had written: 11 We cannot support Scott yet I hope 
he will be elected and I feel confident he will be. I have for 
nee.rly two years believed that he would be nominated and elected" • 
-Ibid., June 23, 1852. 
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Chase and Niles as a team he £igured that the Free Soilers could 
whip "Frank Pierce let Scott go in and disorganize both parties. 
Our £riends understand the matter and they all want Pierce defeated. 111 
Toward the end of the month he had rcbained his objectivity and pre-
dieted the outcome of the election. After initially expressins doubt 
6£ f'ierce 1 s ability to win,he ·concluded his letter with these words: 
Today Pierce would carry_ all New England but Ve~ont, --but 
I think we shall see a ehange. In this state the ifuigs will 
get· a lar6e plurality -- but naw they could not do it. Pierce 
will ii;et a great -vote in l~ew Ensland. Unless we ef£ect /i.iiJ 
the result he will be elected.2 · 
In these letters to Sumner, Wilson expressed increasin~ concern 
over Sunmer's failure to speak out age.inst slavery in such critical 
times. By June 29, he_ was insisting that he ~ speak out before 
the sesssion of Congress was over.3 When Sumner replied in a hurt 
tone, he tried to mollify him by pointing out that Free Soil men 
were quick and £ree with their criticism and that even now some £ew 
of them could not see how the Coalition had helped their cause• For 
himsel£ he was content to let Sumner do es he saw fit and he \Toas willing 
to support hin1 against all criticism.4 This was on July 7. ~ben July 
had passed and Sumner still had not spoken., Wilson was seized with 
panic and wrote him e. letter which perhaps better reveals his political 
approach than any other document. Fo~ that' reason it is worth quoting 
in full: 
1- Ibid., (July 7, 1852). 
2- Ibid., (July 23, 1852). 
3- Ibid., (July 29, 1852). S-.alSo; J. W. Stone to Sumner, two letters 
dated July 7, l852,(Sumner MSS. vol. XIX, #l02-ll3),also stressing 
the necessity o£ speaking out. Stone reiterated his sentiments in 
another letter on August 15.-Ibid. 
4- Wilson to. Sumner, (July 7, l85~Sumner MSS. Harvard Univ. 
I 
Boston, Aug. 3, 1852. 
Dear Sumner, 
Your note c~e to hand last night. In reply to 
your inquiries I will say that I think you had better make the 
speech if possible -- if not then publish it by all means. It 
is not a very pleasant position to do either. If you can speak 
sooner than on the appropriation Bill do so, but I do not see 
haw unless you ask leave to introduce a Bill and go on and speak 
at the risk of being called to order -- in the first place I 
think that would have been the best way. 
Do not for Heavens' 
sake fail to speak, cost what it may of effort or trouble. I 
tell you frankly that our people are in a state of disappoint-
ment and almost of dispair lSi~. For months they have looked. 
to have you speak. ~he Whigs have for at least six months 
sneered at the.m be~ause you have not spoken. They have borne 
it as well as they' would j.ij,iJ but now they are desperate. The 
Whigs point to your silence -- say you are afraid to say an~ 
thing -- that you are no politician -- a mere schollar ~igf 
without practical experience and full of weakness and timidity, 
-- they contrast you with Winth%top who defended the rights of 
our seamen. This is done by the Atlas Whigs -- the old Hunkers 
are worse. We can not meet one of these without being la_ughtd 
at because you have not spoken. The article in the Post ex-
pressed the common opinions of the Vihig and Democratic Hunkers. 
Some of us who knoW' you and your plans stand it pr~tty well but 
the masses know not what to think or say. For God. sake pi!l 
do not keep us in this state longer than you can help it for 
I know for the last three mont~s our active men have had more 
anxious hours than we did. in that long contest to elect you. 
· . · Put no trust in the words 
of Ihose Senators.' LPelvik7 Soul~ your friend voted against 
you -- they all will and if you yield to them they will only 
consider it weakness. Power is all politicians know or res-
pect. The people above all things love a man of iron will. 
The more difficulty you have now to get in your speech ·the 
better. If you were called to order twenty times and had to 
fight on that floor for hours all the better. Nothing is so 
fatal to a public man as the taint of weakness or timidity. 
-- and the feeling is now almost universal that you have delt 
f.Sii/ to LsW easily with Senators. 
1~ And yet Soul! wrote Sumner a letter of congratulation (in French) 
on his speech of Aug. 26.-- Soul~ to Sumner (N.Y.,Aug. 27, 1852) 
Sumner ~ms. The letter recorded above is also in the Sumner 
MSS. Houghton Library, Harvard University. I have corrected the 
punctuation (especially toward the end of the letter) only where 
essential for an understanding of the text. 
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I have the most unbounded 
confidence in your devotion to principle and soundness o£ 
judgement and I have done all in my power to convince our 
friends that all would come out right but they are downcast 
about; a££airs. Every one says you have made a great mistake 
in not speaking months ago. One o£ our leading men said that. 
i£ your time was out you would not get a vote £or re-election 
and several gentlemen to whom this was said agread fsic7 with 
him. In the Essex Convention one delegate re£ered fSic7 to 
Rantoul and contrasted you and him~ At the Worcester Conven-
tion some o£ our l~ading men wanted to put in a resolution 
you would consider as a hint that we were not satisfied with 
your silence. I state these things to let you know the feel-
ings o£ our friends, £or you must not £ail to do away with 
thesec feelings by making such a ·speech as all know you can 
make. 
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You may think this all wrong but you must 
consider that you were the choice o£ the earnest, enthusiastic 
men o£ our party -- that the Whigs sneered at your nomination 
as the nomination of a man.who had no experience-- and that 
you had not £or more than £i£teen months taken any part in 
a££airs and that your position is not understood. Adams, 
Palfrey, All~n, Phillips and some others thought they had 
fixperience!f, claimed you had not~ Now our people are human 
and some now hint that they have not been disappointed -- that 
Mr. Sumner is an honest man -- a good Schollar bi.p? and orator 
but he lacks /next word either 11 sense11 or ".nerve11/ -- has to 
§iQT much confidence in others -- is to /iiy fond o£ applause. 
Novt you have it in your power to set all right. You have kept 
quiet untill fflii[ you have established a reputation £or 
moderation -- now strike with vigor and show the senate and 
the country that Adams, Jackson or Benton never had more of 
. that spirit o£ defiance than you have. Depend upon it you will 
gain nothing in the sene.t e by any other means than by power. 
Our friends are in great trouble 
about; a candidate. Hale is the man our friends want but we are 
afraid his nomination will elect Pierce. Chase will not run. 
Yours i;ruly 
H. Wilson 
npower is all politicians know or respect". This was the essence 
o£ Wilson's creed. It was the distillation of more than ten years' 
experience in politics. 
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Sumner had not intended to wait so long before making his maiden 
speech. He had intentionally held his fire for three or four months 
so as to prove a point. Then, toward the beginning of summer, he 
had attempted to gain the floor, but his preliminary efforts had 
been blocked by parliamentary experts, of which the Senate contained 
a full measure.l At last, on August 26, he forced the issue and deliver-
ed a four-hour antislavery oration entitled: "Freedom National; Slavery 
Sectional" •2 There was no mistaking its authorship. It was pure Sumner 
all the way through. When he had been elected to the Senate, he had 
said in his letter of acceptance: "True politics are simply morals 
applied to public affairs",3 and Theodore Parker had written to him: 
"You told me once that you were in morals, not in politics. Novr I 
hope that you will show that you are still in morals although in 
politics. I hope you will be the senator with a conscience" .4 If 
any proof' were needed that Sumner still held these sentiments, this 
speech provided it • Typical of' its contents was the statement that: 
"The movement against slavery is from the Everlasting .Arm11 • 5 Like 
Seward,he appealed from the Fugitive Slave law to the higher law: 
••• by the supreme law which commands me to do no injustice, 
by the comprehensive Christian law of' brotherhood, by the 
Constitution which I am sworn to support, I am bound to 
disobey this Act.6 
And by glory he meant it1 At a single bound this speech.placed him 
1- Storey, Sumner, 91-93. 
2- Sumner, Recent Speeches and Addresses, 61-171. 
3- See above, P• 125. 
4- Pierce, Sumner, III, 250. 
5- Wilson, Slave Power, II, 354. 
6- Ibid. 
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'i 
at the head of th~ moral forces opposed to slavery. ·In the avalanche 
of congratulatory letters that soon tumbled on his desk, there was 
one from Wilson, :w-herein he gave his unqualified approval to the 
I -
sentiments expre~ked.l Swnner had vindicated himself. 
I 
Two weeks p~ior to Swnner's speech, the National Free Soil Con-
vention -- the l~st ever held by that party -- met in Pittsburg. 
It was notable _for its high spirit !md exceptionally clean politics. 
,. 
:i 
Its platfor.m was 
1
pasically the same as that issued at Buffalo 
., 
I 
in 1848, with el~porations to include those issues which had 
I! 
arisen during th~i intervening four years.2 Practically all the 
I. 
I 
thorough-going a:n:tislavery men of the country came, but Wilson, 
!i 
Charles F. Adams ~~nd Horace Mann were the only prominent North-
easterners who att;ended. Wilson was doubly honored by being elected 
II 
I 
II 
chair.man of the Convention and chairman of the National Free Soil 
Committee.3 
1- Wilson to Sumn•ar, (Boston, Sept. 5, 1852). For sample letters of 
approbation, a:ee Sumner MSS., Harvard Univ., vola. XX and :XXI. 
2- It contained ~~enty resolutions with the additional clauses 
"condemning : :~he Compromise and the Fugitive Slave Law, 
demanding the :recognition of Hayti, and fav(.)ring international 
arbitration; i·b included also declarations of the unconstitution-
ality of the Sc:>uth Carolina seamen laws, and of the duty of the 
United States j~overnment to protest against Eur9pean monarchical 
intervention •• ·~"· -- Smith, Liberty and Free Soil Parties, 256-57. 
3- In his speech c>n taking the chiiir Wilson said: liLet us feel that we 
must free the Jrederal government from slavery, -- from all res-
ponsibility fo:r it wherever it exists under its authority, and 
plcce it activc:~ly and. perpetually on the side of freedom ••• Let 
us·, feel that 1V'e should so conduct our deliberations that we may 
hasten on that 
1
, day when the humblest slave that treads the soil 
of the Republic~ can stand up and say, ' I am a man, a brother, and 
a freeman•."--:Wilson, Slave Power, II, 373. The votes leading to 
his election aia Chair.man of the National Committee were as follows: 
1st ballot : SJ?alding, 8; Wilson, 6; Charles F. Adams, 2. 
2nd ballot: II 7; II 7; II II II 2 • 
3rd ballot: 11 6; 11 10. 
-- J. W. Stone to Sumner 1 (Brooklyii';" Aug. 15, 1852), Sumner MSS_, 
Harvard Univ. 
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,, 
vVhen the tim~ came to select the candidates the Convention 
;: 
split into two ca:111ps, with Benjamin F. Wade, Seward and Greeley 
'I t: . 
urging that the p1arty join with the Whigs in backing Scott, while 
Wilson, Adams an~~ Joshua R. Giddings supported John P. Hale. From 
the previous Febr.uary until convention-time~ Wilson had been continually 
J' j, 
backing and fillihg on candidates. Generally, he backed Salmon P. 
Chase (until Chas'~ refused the nomination), but he also suggested 
' 
David Wilmot and Benjamin F. Butler, of New York, as good stalking 
horses for Scott .:!1. He did not at first favor Hale for the rather 
i: 
silly reason that11 he had not favored our intervention in Hungary. 
But when it came ·to a choice between Hale and Scott, Wilson finally 
·I 
,• 
cast his lot with' Hale. In the end, his group triumphed. Hale was 
nominated for th~: Presidency on the first ballot, with G. w. Julian 
as his running-mate. With these matters settled, the Free Sailers 
returned home to ,enter the campaign in earnest.2 This time, Wilson 
did not limit his: stumping tour to Massachusetts, but also took 
a swing out West,'( speaking in Ohio, Michigan, Illinois and Wisconsin. 3 
;; 
For the mosti part, the campaign of 1852, both nationally and 
in Massachusetts,!: was bori:cgly dull. 4 By September it was evident 
:• 
that Pierce's el~'ction would be a formality. Wilson had repeatedly 
" il 
told the ~igs that if they did not embrace the antislavery cause 
I' 
•' 
they faced destruction. They had not only ignored his warning but 
i: had also cravenly, deserted the one man who lent stature to the party. 
,. 
li 
--------------~--
1- Wilson to S~6r, (June 23, 1852), Sumner MSS, Harvard Univ. On July 22 
he still favo~ied Chase. -- Ibid., (July 22, 1852), Sumner MSS, Harvard Univ. 
2- The Free Democrats of Massachusetts made 500 speeches in this cwnpaign.--
Official Repo~t of the Debates ••• State Convention to Revise the 
Constitution.~:., II, 705. 
3- See Wilson's ~:emarks in the U. S. Senate, Cong. Globe, 34jcong., 
1 sass., 1312. 
4- "Toward the eri.d the campaign degenerated on both sides into irres-
ponsible mud-s:linging11 • -- Nevins, Ordeal of the Union, II, 35. 
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They had abandoned Daniel Webster and had selected Scott in the vain 
hope of duplicating the feat of 1848: electing a General with no plat-
for.m. This time, however, they got their just deserts. Pierce was 
swept into office by a landslide of such proportions that the Vfuig 
leaders could hardly believe the official returns.l 
Since the Massachusetts State elections followed the national by 
one week, at this t ime.t the Whigs still had time for one final des-
perate effort before the polls opened. Though the split between the 
Webster die-hard Whigs and the Scott vVhigs had widened during the year, 
the general political complexion of the State had changed little 
since 1851. It was still basically a struggle between the Coalition 
and the Whigs. The Whigs had nominated John H. Clifford for Governor, 
and the Hunker Democrats were backing Henry W. Bishop. As for the 
Coalition, they wanted to run Wilson for their candidate, but he re-
fused the proffer in a public letter and ran, instead, for the u. S. 
House of Representatives from the Eighth Distriet.2 With him out of 
the running, the Coalition backed Horace Mann for Governor and selected 
.Amasa Walker as his running-mate.3 
When the returns were in, it was found that the Whigs had won. 
Clifford was elected Governor and they now controlled the Legislature 
by a ten vote majority.4 The Free Soil vote had slipped from 
38,000,in 18481 to 28,000.5 Once more, as in earlier days, Wilson 
1- Counting Massachusetts, they carried obly four States. -- Nevins, 
Ordeal of the Union, II, 36. 
2- Nason & Russell, Wilson, 97. He was opposed by Tappan Wentworth(Whig). 
3- Wilson and Anson Burlingame were the two most active stump-speakers 
in Massachusetts, in this Campaign~ Wilson spoke in at least 29 
to¥ms and cities -- in some· of them more than once. For his speaking 
schedule, see Commonwealth, Oct. 30 - Nov. 5, 1852. 
4- Hart (ed.), Commonv;ealth Hist. of Mass., IV, 482. 
5- Pierce, Sumner, III, 316. 
was not strong enough to counter the trend, though he lost by less 
than one hundred votes.l His showing was so strong, in fact, that 
J. W. Stone wrote to Sumner: 
Gen. Wilson, by his handsome gain of 1306 votes, has shown 
that he will eventually represent that District, or as one 
of the leading Democrats informed me, he will be installed 
next year as Governor of Mass.2 
Wilson himself was despondent. In a brief letter to Sumner, the 
only vestige of his usual breezy optimism was contained in the 
·ending: 11 ••• we must hope on and labor for a better day" .3 
The big question which he and his friends asked themselves, of 
course, was why the Coalition had lost? As usual, there was a 
plethora of explanations that varied with the predilections of the 
analysts. The Whigs interpreted it as the long-delayed retribution 
of simple justice. The Commonwealth, the chief Coalition organ, 
darkly suggested that the failure was due to 11 the triple alliance 
of Whiggery, Hunkerism and Rum.11 .4 E. Rockwood Hoar claimed that the 
collapse was attributable to Free Soil discontent with Boutwell's 
appointment of Caleb Cushing to the .State Supreme Court, and Demo-
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cratic disgust with the passage of the Free Soil sponsored prohibition 
1- Nason & Russell, Wilson,97. Wilson lost by only 92 votes, though 
the poalition lost to the Vfuigs by almost 8,000 votes in his dis-
trict. -- (Charles A· PhelpsL The Lives of u. s. Grant and Henry 
Wilson (Phila.,.Pet~rson, 1872), 352. 
2- Stone to Sumner (Brooklyn, Dec. 27, 1852), Sumner Mss. Harvard Univ. 
3- Wilson to Sumner (Natick, Dec. 21, 1852), Sumner MSS• Harvard Univ. 
Though Sumner had hurt the. Coalition by remaining aloof during the 
campaign, he sought to repair some of' the damage. Writing to E. L. 
Pierce, on Dec. 9, 1852, he said; tti cannot too strongly urge the 
importance of placing Mr • .Adams and Mr. Wilson in Congress. All 
our candidates would go good service; but these especially would 
make their mark here, though each in different ways".-- Quoted in 
Pierce, Sumner, III, 318 n. 
4- Commonwealth, Nov. 25, 1852. 
law.1 Undoubtedly all of these played a part, but later~ more dis-
passionate analysts agree with Wilson's pre-election estimate that 
the Presidential electionwas the controlling factor.2 
The Coalition was not entirely dead, however. During the 1852 
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session of the General Court, Wilson and his friends had revived the 
plan for a State Constitutional Convention, and while the anti-
revisionist Whigs won the election~ the voters approved of the 
Convention referendum. This alone was ample reason for the Coali-
tion to continue the fight. Another reason lay in the fact that while 
the lVhigs had won locally, their party had been crushed nationally. 
7rr.ether they foresaw the consequences or not, it meant that they were 
now a moribund faction on the national scene. 
1- Hart (ed.), Commonwealth Hist. of Mass., I, 173-74. George F. Hoar 
(Autobiography, I, 172-73), and E. L. Pierce (Sumner, III, 318), 
thought the same. a. H. Dana, two years after the event thought 
differently: "The Whig Party has lost its tone, the Democrat~ 
Party never had any, and the Free Soil Party has been lowered 
by the coalitions and managements of Wilson and others, until it has 
lost or essentially impaired its power of doing good". -- R. H. Dana, 
Jr., diary entry, 1854, quoted in Hart (ed.), Commonv;ealth Hist. of 
Mass., IV, 488. 
2- See, for instance, Bean, "Party Transformations", 135. Francis 
W. Bird later made a claim which merits consideration. He said 
that the Freesoil party was a 11 clean" party from 1848 to 1851 
and that the Coalition was an honest movement, but that in 1852 
it was defeated by Charles F. Adams and John G. Palfre.y because 
it was now united with an openly pro-slavery party and proposed 
sharing office with them. --"Reunion of the Free Sailers of 1848 1 
at Downer Landing, Hingham, Mass., Aug. 9, 1877", 44-46. 
CHAPTER EIGHT 
THE MASSACHUSETTS CONSTITUTIONAL C01~ENTION OF 1853 
Henry Wilson, more than any other member, influenced the course 
of the Convention. He was the pacificator among the various 
elements of the reformers~ His whole object was to frame a 
Constitution which would meet with the approval of the people. 
-- w. G. Bean, "Party Transformations in Massachusetts ••• 11 ,164. 
His capacity for discussion in a deliberative body never 
shone brighter than in the present one. 
-- James Schouler, 11 The W.assachusetts Convention of 185311 , 36. 
That the Massachusetts Constitution was in need of a basic 
revision was generally admitted by all except the victorious Whigs.1 
That venerable instrument, which had been copied in such widespread 
manner by the western States, had been framed in 1780. In 1820, it 
received minor revisions necessitated by the separation,of' Maine, 
but had otherwise remained intact up to this time. The Coalition, 
however, also had another and stronger incentive for chansing the 
antique document. They perceived that its conservative provisions 
formed the bulwark of' Whig power. The Whigs realized this too and 
were determined to preserve it intact at any cost.2 As soon as 
the Legislature met the battle was resumed. · 
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1- For a comparative description of the numerous State constitutional 
conventions in the decade after the Mexican War, see F. L. Paxson, 
"A Constitution in Democracyu·, Miss. Valley !list. Rev~, II, (1915-16)-. 
3-25. 
2- This was their sole preoccupation. During this session of' the General 
Court the only measure of importance which they passed was a revision 
of the banking law of 1851. Even the ~ig arch-foe of' the Coalition, 
. Slimuel Bowles' Springfield Republican (May 23, 1853) was disgusted 
with this 11the longest and meanest Legislature on record", and 
admitted grudgingly that "there was an air of magnificence about 
the way the Coalition Legislatures portioned and parcelled the 
offices and guided the destinies of the:·State that quite imposed 
on the imagi:cationU-- Quoted in Bean, "Party Transf'ormations11 ,142-45. 
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The dominant Whigs were faced with the delicate problem o£ 
emasculating the forthcoming convention without openly flouting the 
expressed will of the electorate. With cunning born o£ desperation, 
they tried to sabotage the movement by repealing the clause which 
specified that delegates to the convention were to be chosen by secret 
ballot .1 Thus, if the mercantile and manufacturing interests could 
directly or indirectly intimidate enough of .the voters to pack the 
Convention, the whole revision scheme could be quietly put to rest.2 
The move was politically inept, for the Coalition-sponsored secret 
ballot had been in use £or two years and was very popular. The next 
Whig proposal was more subtle. They tried to impose the .. same qualifi-
cations on the delegates to the Convention as applied to State Repre-
sentatives. If successful., this would have eliminated such prominent 
Whig opponents as Sumner, Dana, .Anson Burlingame, Hallett, Boutwell 
and Whiting Griswold.3 Wilson and his colleagues fought Whig inter-
terence by issuing a manifesto "To the Free Democracy o£ Massachusetts~ 
which was also signed by such 11 Consciencett Whigs as c. F. Adams and 
Erastus Hopkins.4 
The main reforms sought by the Coalition were: a better repreaen-
tation of the we~tern districts of the State, where their strength was 
greatest, a limitation on the tenure of judges, a reorganization o£ 
1- Sen. Docs., # 36 and 48, 1852, Mass. State Library, Boston. 
2- That they were at least willing to try influencing the electorate was 
demonstrated by the Lowell incidents in the ten-hour referendum in the 
election of 1852. For a detailed, though heavily slanted, description 
of this episode: Benjamin F. Butler, Butler's Book, 94, £f. 
3- Bean, ttparty Transformations~ 141-42. For other Whig maneuvers and a 
general review of Whig opposition to reform between 1850 and 1853, 
see Wilson's letter to F. w. Bird (Oct. 5,1853), printed in Dedham 
Gazette, Nov. 5,1853. · 
4- It was dated Jan. 25, 1853 and was printed in full in Dedham Gazette, 
Jan. 29, 1853. 
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. ,, 
of Harvard College so as to destroy the Whig-Unitarian monopoly of the 
institution, and ~he perpetuation of the majority method of electing, 
:I 
which had made the Coalition success possible. In the main, these 
1: 
., 
I• 
reforms were nothi~g more or less than ~he Coalition platfo~s of 1850 
I' 
and 1851. Should 'they achieve their purpose, the Coalitionists would 
:· 
dr,y up the wellsprings of Whig strength, establish their reforms and 
I' 
:! • . 
place them beyond 'the reach of their opponents. The prize was worthy of 
:i 
any efforts they c~::>uld lllake-- and Henr,y Wilson knew it. He pushed himself 
to the very limit ;~f his endurance in his attempt to mobilize every last 
" 
resource of Coalit:Lon fighting pov.rer. Two days before the election of 
I 
:: 
delegates ,he sent :Sumner an outline of the work done and added: "During 
three weeks more l!a.bor has been performed than I ever knew before in the 
same time. We sha;Ll sweep the state on Monday beyond all doubt."l Once 
more his forecast ]?roved correct. The Coalition carried the state by a 
·i 
large majority. ~~ another exuberant letter to Sumner he said: 
" 
••• we have cJ~ushed the hopes of the Whigs. Most of their leaders ,, 
see -- and thoy admit it -- that the State has passed out of their 
hands ••• The ]~ree Soilers novr have it in their power to place 
the party in ~L strong position -- to take the control of affairs. 
If wise we sh.IJ~ll do it.... We have elected six Free Soilers and 
two Democratefl (jiiJ in towns where they do not reside ••• 2 
I ~ 
His last statement;~s sufficient proof of their unprecedented success, 
;: 
i 
but it was also thei source of a bitter partisan dispute that took up 
'i 
the first two weekf!, of the Convention's time. Most of that debate was 
--------------------ii 
1- Wilson to Sumne.r., (State House, Boston, Mar. 5, 1853), Sumner MSS, 
Harvard Uni v. i1 
2- Wilson to Sumne11;, (state House, Boston, Mar. 10, 1853)., Sumner MSS, 
Harvard Univ. !; 
I, 
J 
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over Wilson's own election. 
Logically he should have ~een the candidate from Natick, but 
that town was so evenly divided between the opposing parties that his 
election was far from certain. When the residents of Berlin noticed 
that, they promptly secured his consent to run as their candidate. The 
situation remained thus until the eve of the election, when the people 
of Natick suddenly decided that they wanted the honor of electing htm. 
His name was placed on the ballot and the following day he was elected 
from both places.1 He thereupon went to Berlin, thanked the people £ar 
their gesture and requested that they substitute Boutwell (who had been 
defeated in his own home town of Groton) for himself. The Whigs o£ course 
were furiou·s and could hardly wait £or the opening o£ the Convention to 
challenge this procedure. ~ their eyes, it was bad enough that some 
members should have been elected £rom localities where they did not re~ 
side without switching candidates by means of doUble elections.2 
The Convention, which opened its sessions at the State House on 
May 4 1 1853, has been accurately described as the ablest body ever to 
assemble in the Commonwealth. ,It was composed of the most eminent men 
from every walk of life: doctors, clergymen, judges, professors, dis-
triot attorneys, u. s. Senators, chief justices, governors, merchants, 
industrialists, newspaper editors, farmers, and nearly all the lawyers 
of distinction in the State.3 at the 422 members, however, only 234 
1- For a complete list of delegates elected and general Freesoil reaction 
to the election, see Commonwealth, Mar. 7-Mar. 14, 1853. 
2- Nason & Russell, Wilson, l06; Mann, Wilson, 37. Boutwell was routinely 
elected and took his seat in May. Other similar vacancies were left 
unfilled. --J. Schouler 11 The Massachusetts Convention o£ 185311 , :Mass. 
Hist. Soc. Proceedings, Second Series, XVIII (1903-04),35. The Con-
vention wrangled over this issue £rom May 6 to May 18. 
3- Mann, Wilson,36, lists the outstanding men by profession. 
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took pa~ in the deliberations and only 90 were active throughout.1 
Amid such an array of talent and brilliance, it was no mean honor for 
the "Natick Cobbler" to be given the most in£luential post. His indus-
try and impo~ance were acknowledged by his selection as chairman of 
the Ways and Means Committee. He was also appointed chaj~·.man of the 
Committee on the State Senate and was later elected interim president 
of the Convention when N. P. Banks, its regular president, fell ill. 
Wilson was not one to rest on his laurels. With characteristic 
assiduity, he was absent from his seat for only thi~y minutes during 
the seventy-four active days of' the Convention.2 Conscious of' his 
limitations as an orator and a legalist, h~ contented himself' with 
brief' remarks at critical moments and left the t.echnicalities of' 
wording to others who were better qualified. He was interested in 
the substance of' the proposals and in concluding the work of' the Con-
vention as expeditiously as possible. When opponents made sarcastic re-
marks about the Coalition's aims and methods,he gene~ally ignored them 
and moved the previous question. As one reads the three large volumes 
of' the debates of the Convention, he comes to expect that when the dis-
cussions threatened to deteriorate into pa~isan bickering, Vvilson would 
obtrude long enough to point out that nothing was to be gained through 
recrimination and would move that the question be put to a vote or re-
£erred to the proper committee. In this instance at least, his thorough · 
1- Bean, 11Pa~y Transformations", 149. 
2- Nason & Russell, Wilson, 106; Mann, Vvilson, 37-43. Its session ex-
tended over ninety calendar days. 
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grounding in the intricacies of parliamentary procedure more than 
compensated for his relative ignorance of legal terminology. Ac-
customed as he was to the rough give and take of contemporary politics1 
he accepted the criticisms of his opponents in good part1 except when 
th~ attacked his friends or impeached the motives of the Coalition. 
Then he sprang to the defense with alacrity and vigor. On the 
other hand1 though he was admittedly an advocate of Coalition re£or.ms 1 
he was always acutely aware that the finished work of the Convention 
must meet the approval of the voters,to become effective. He was quick 
to remind individuals or groups of that fact when they urged the adop-
tion of pet projects. 
If nothing else,the record of debates reveals with graphic clarity 
Wilson's greatest mental accomplishment: his literally phenomenal know-
ledge of American history. His contemporaries frequently expressed 
their astonishment that such a poorly educated man should have such an 
unusual grasp of even the minute developments of our history1 and we 
have already seen that he could absorb' and retain statistics with 
photographic accuracy, but even so one can hardly believe its extent 
until he has seen it with his own eyes.1 Leading as active and gre-
garious a life as he did, he hardly had time to acquaint himself ~ry 
thoroughly with constitutional precedent before going to the Convention, 
1- "At the age of twenty he could give the location of every battle in 
the ~erican7 revolution and the war of 18121 the date, the numbers 
engaged, and' the killed, wounded and prisoners on each side". -- Art., 
nHenry Wilson", National Cyclopeedia of American Biography, (N.Y., 
James T. White & Co., 1897) voi. IV, 13. · 
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and yet time and again when intricate or obscure_ subjects were being 
discussed, he would take the floor and, without previous preparation, 
would cite the provisions of the colonial charters or the constitutions 
o£ New York, New Hampshire, Pennsylvania, Virginia, South Carolina, and 
other states, when pertinent. If necessary ,he would summarize:. the 
course of their debates on a given proposal and would recite its sub-
sequent history to prove whether it was popular or not. Throughout his 
public life, his antagonists might challenge his interpretations of 
historical and contemporary events, but they never successfully chal-
lenged the accuracy of the facts he presented. 
Since na was the moving spirit behind all the actions of the 
Constitutional Convention, a detailed account of his activities alone 
would fill a volume though it would hardly be worth the space, since 
the proposed Constitution was itself rejected and he was himself removed 
from direct participation in State politics before the majority of the 
proposed reforms were ~ncorporated into statutory law.l 
The first question of substance to arise in the Convention was 
that of plurality!! majority elections. · On this point,boiJh sides 
substituted special pleading for statsemanship. From 1850 to l852,the 
Coalition had favored a plurality vote because it worked to their ad-
vantage. The Whig victory of 1852 had changed this, so now they favored 
1- Six of them were adopted by the Whig Legislature in 1855 (see 
.Amendments XIV-XIX inclusive) and two more were adopted May 1, 
1857 (.Amendments :XXI and_ XXII) and can be found in the old Mass. 
Constitution of 1820.·: .·: · • 
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majority elections. For the s~e reasons,the \Vhigs opposed the Coali-
tion stand. Wilson went along with his group and claimed. that the 
majority system was 11the cardinal principle of a republican form o£ 
government". The disagreement resulted in an awkward and confusing 
compromise which intermixed the two methods .1 
The next major question concerned the role of the executive de-
partment. Here Wilson declared himself opposed to titles for State 
officers -- especially for the Governor2 __ and against eliminating 
persons of color or o£ foreign birth from high o££ice.3 He also 
opposed retaining the Lieutenant-governor as ex officio president 
-----
of the Senate ~d.was in favor o£ abolishing the Governor's Council.4 
When the question o£ ballots and voting qualifications v~s brought 
forth, he pronounced himself in favor of the secret ballot and opposed 
to a tax qualification for voting, though he did not necessarily op-
pose a poll tax.5 His speech on the secret ballot, was· remarkable 
for its moderation and discrimination. He began by admitting 
that in the past there had been little need for the secret bal-
lot because the mercantile and industrial leaders had been men of 
honor and integrity who refused to resort to low methods for influenc-
ing the common voter. To this very da,y, he said, they still abided by 
these high standards. With them he had no quarrel. Unfortunately, 
1- For Wilson's speech see: Official Report of the Debates and Proceedings 
in the State Convention, Assembled May 4th1 1853, to Revise and Amend 
the Constitution o£ the Commonwealth of Massachusetts (Boston, White 
and Potter, P.rs., 1853), I, 310-313. This work henceforth referred 
to as Debates. The final compromise provided, in general, that the 
majority system would obtain in the election of State officials and the 
plurality system, in local and run-of£ elections.--Ibid., I, 311,338,414-15. 
2- Ibid., I, 319, 337, 345, 348-49. ----
3- ~., I, 322-24, 336-37. 
4- ~., I, 516-17 and 478 respectively. 
5- Ibid., I, 580-·87 and 739-41 respectively. 
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their direct contact with the workers had been broken by the emergence 
of unprincipled intermediaries: the nouveau riche plant managers. It 
was these devotees of the dollar who sought to influence elections by 
the use of blacklists, thre.ats and other forms ·of veiled or IIJutright in-
timidation. It was because· of these that it had become necessary to 
protect the freedom of choice of the workingman with the secret ballot. 
His listeners remembered too vrell the way the Whigs had urged the 
coercion of employees (especially in Lowell) in the election of 1850 
to offer resistance to his argument. 
When the status o£ the Massachusetts Volunteer Militia was con-
sidered, Wilson was in his element. By this time, he. bad been a member 
of that organization for nine years and held the rank of Brigadier-
' (}.eneral. It badly needed ll:is support. Because of the role it had .'. 
played in the Sims : •affair>: ., in the previous year, the Convention was 
openly hostile to it.1 Speaking in its defense,Wilson said that it was 
,. 
not for soldiers to pass judgment on laws. "Bayonets must not think, 
they must obey, they must execute~; Then he assured his audience that 
in any case he was no pacifist: n:My motto is 'Liberty first -- peace 
afterwards' • n2 As for the rest, he was opposed to restricting the use 
of the Volunteer Militia to the confines of the State and he urged the 
elimination·or the existing color bar. In support of the latter, he 
recited the history of Negro participation in the Boston Massacre, 
the battles o£ Red Bank ani New Orleans and concluded: 
1- For his attitude toward the militia: Ibid., II, 3, 17-18, 67, 68, 
75-76, 78-82. 
2- Ibid., II, 68. 
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When the country has required their blood in days of trial 
and conflict, they have given it .freely, and we have accepted it; 
but in times o.f' peace, when their blood is not needed, we 
spurn and trample them under .foot. I have no part in this great 
wrong to a race. Whenever and whereever we have the wower to 
do it, I would give to all 1D.en o.f' every clime and race, o.f' every 
.faith and creed, .freedom and equality be.f'ore the law. My voice 
and my vote shall ever be given .for theeauality o.f' all the child-
ren o.f' men be.f'ora the laws o.f' the Commonwealth o.f' Massachusetts 
and the United States.l 
When some objected that the United States Congress, which had juris-
diction in such matters, had specifically prohibited the use o.f' Negroes 
in the militia, he hastily pointed oub that he was re.f'errin.g to the 
Volunteer Militia and not the Massachusetts Militia. He admitted that 
nothing could be done about the latter, but the Volunteer Ndlitia was 
strictly a State a.f'.f'air and not subjec~ to the direction o.f' Congress. 
On June 28., when the discussion revolved around the loaning o.f' 
State credit, he came out in .favor o.f' such loans i.f' they were used .for 
internal improvanents underwritten by the State.2 As an example, 
he pointed out that the State had already loaned .four millions to the 
Western Railroad for the construction o.f' the Hoosac Tunnel and that the 
. . . 
railroads, besides paying back the loan, would contribute to the pros-
perity o.f' Massachusetts and Boston. He stipQlated, however, that 
proper sa.f'eguards should be established and only those loans should be 
made which were sa.f'e and secure and would inure to the bene.f'it of the 
people. 
By July 6, the .f'i.f'tieth day o.f' the Convention, the members were 
weary and tense.3 Wilson was no exception. He was in an impatient ani 
1- Ibid,, II, 80-81. 
2- Ibid., II, 295-97. 
3- Ibid., II, 486, 517, 523-36. 
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sarcastic mood. This was all the more surprising because he was so 
well known for his geniality a:nd good-natured imperturbability. When 
the meeting was called to order he once more reminded the members of' "; 
the need for extended sittings and prompt voting to expedite the busi-
ness at hand. Despite his admonition, the debates soon sank to the 
level of' personal and partisan bickering.~ The climax was reached when 
George s. Hillard, while ostensibly discussing the status of' court 
clerks, seized the opportunity to abuse his apponents.1 .Af'ter lashing 
out against Benjalnin F. Butler and John B. Alley. both of' whom were 
absent 1 he entered upon a tirade against an unnamed class of'. lawyers. 
Mixing his metaphors, he described them as possessing "swinish tusks 
and swinish hoof's" and being nothing more than jackals and hyenas at 
the bar. No sooner had he finished than Wilson was on his feet: 
Mr. President; I must confess my surprise, my uttei;.:.Snrapeme:rit 
at the exhibition we have just witnessed on:~ the £loor of' this 
Convention. This exhibition of' harsh language, ill-temper and 
ill-manners, must surprise even that gentleman 1 s f'riends.2 
When he was called to order for alluding to the manner and appearance 
of a member, he replied in t~~ical fashion: 
I thank the chair f'o r calling me to order. I do not wish to •:; 
say anything out of' order. I have been in the legislature eight 
years, and during those eight years I was never called to order 
f'or words spoken in debate ••• I have not uttered an unkind word 
towards any member since I came here, and I have no wish to do 
so now.3 
The episode eventually terminated with an exchange of apologies. 
1- Ibid., II, 528-29. 
2- IOIQ., II, 529. 
3- 1"6li'. 
Vfheri the Convention next turned to consider the matter of 
sectarian schools~ little difficulty was expected or received.l 
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A resolution providing that no state support should be given to these 
schools passed routinely with little debate. The only questions which 
arose concerned the for.m of the resolve and whether colleges should 
be included. Caleb Stetson of Braintree moved that the three'·~· ':'C··e: 
state-affiliated sectarian colleges G~illiams~ Amherst and Harvard) 
be included in the resolution. To this Wilson responded that he wanted 
to keep sectarian colleges distinct from the common schools. The members 
little realized that thi-s provision would beoome one of the major causes 
of the new Constitution's rejection. 
The big explosion occurred when the sUbject of the judiciary was 
:introduced. The Locofocos and most of the Freestoilers~ who could not 
forget the Sims rendition~ would settle for nothing less than an alec-
tive judiciary. To them~Wilson pointed out that during the last cam-
paign~ Free Democratic speakers had been specifically cautioned to 
avoid committing the friends of the Convention in favor of electing 
judges.2 He also frankly admitted that he had come to the Convention 
at least tacitly pledged against the scheme.3 On this point he took 
a middle ground between the radicals and the Whigs, who would tolerate 
1- Ibid. 1 II, 543-550. Wilson said that "sectarianism should never 
comeu into the public schools. -- Ibid.~ II, 545. 
2- For his attitude on the judiciary: Ibid., II, 684~ 701-705. 
3- Dana states that he was committed against an elective judiciary by 
his addresses and speeches during the previous campaign, and by more 
than 150 letters. -- R. H. Dana, Jr. 1 Speeches in Stirring Times (Boston, 
Houghton Mifflin Co., 1910),83. After RUfus Choate made a long speech 
against an elective judiciary despite being ill, he was escorted to 
the door by Wilson.-- Fuess~ Rufus. Choate, The Wizard of the Law (New 
York, Minton, Balch & Co., 1928), 206-209. 
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no change in the existing system. In the end a compromise was reached 
whereby the appointive method was retained, bub tenure was limited 
to ten years for the supreme court and seven years for the inferior 
courts. 
On Thursday, July 21, the sixty-third day of the Convention, 
Wilson was unanimously elected president to succeed the ailing Nathaniel 
P. Banks • He had hardly taken his seat when the delicate issue of' 
Harvard College was introduced. It was on this occasion that he cited 
the record of the corporators quoted above. 1· 
Within a short while,the Bowen case was dragged in and the air 
was soon filled with criminations and recriminations. When George 
s. Hillard charged the Coalition with being guilty of political pros-
cription in that case, Wilson was furious. He left the Chair and gave 
a brief' but pointed ansvrer: 
••• Francis Bowen was rejected by the Board of' Overseers for 
other reasons than the sentiments and opinions uttered by him 
in the North American Review dishonorable and disgraceful 
as were thOse sentiments and opinions to the American nwne, 
and to the literature of' the country. That Review was array-
ed upoJ:I:k the side of' .Austria and Russia, and of' despotism, in 
the great struggle of' those times. It v~as arrayed on the side 
of' falsehood and ignorance also~ and ~~~that we rejected him. 
Will the gentleman from Boston LHillar~ dare rise on this 
floor and defend the o.pinions of' Bowen1 or deny the fact I 
now assert?2 
Some time later when the Bowen case was again insinuated into the 
discussions, he flatly oontrAdiet.ed one of' the statements quoted above 
1- page :132. 
2- Debates, II, 531. 
by saying: 
••• Francis Bowen was rejected for the office to which he 
was nominated~ for three reasons: in the first place~ for 
his sentiments and opinions; in the second place, for his 
ignorance of history; and in the third place, for misstating 
and mis-quoting history ••• l 
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Because of his unreasoning devotion to Kossuth Wilson treated Bowen 
more harshly than any other individual in Massachusetts. In another~ 
later~ reference to him, he halled him "narrow, bigoted, intoleranttl, 
. 
and once more stated that he had been rejected because o£ "his senti-
menta, opinions, historical ignorance, mistakes, perversions, blunders, 
plagiarisms, and garbling of authorities ••• "2 At the same time he 
could not resist -- and neither can we -- retailing a current joke 
about Bowen: 
A distinguished literary gentleman from Cambridge is said 
to have remarked that Mr. Bowen £ell into eight historical 
blunders in his articles on the Hungarian question, for 
which he was made Professor of History -- that in defending 
his blunders he told eight falsehoods, for which he was made 
Professor of Moral Philosophy.3 
Wilson's attacks on Bowen were interlarded with criticisms of 
Harvard. After revievti:og the background history of the Board of 
Overseers, he brought the record up to date: 
By the provisions "of the act of 1851, it was made the duty of 
the legislature, in joint ballot, to choose the overseers, and 
by the legislature of 1852, ten were accordingly chosen •••• A 
meeting was called in the Senate-chamber of Whigs, Democrats, 
and Free Democrats. Over that caucus of the members of the 
three parties, I had the honor to preside... Ten gentlemen 
were nominated, three Whigs, three Free Democrats, and four 
Democrats, and the various religious denominations were re-
presented; the Unitarians havdng three, although they had 
1- Ibid., III, 43. 
2- 1'Sid., III, 257, 256 ,.; , ..• 
3- Ibid., III, 259. For Wilson's general summing up on Bowen: Ibid. III, 
256-63. 
thirty-one, out of the existing thirty seven corporators and 
overseers ••• 
By the provisions of the act of 1851, it became the duty 
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of the legislature of 1853, to elect ten overseers. Day after 
dey, no action was taken ••• ;unde~he pressing influences of men 
who claim to be the exclusive friends of the university, the 
political.LWhi~majority of the legislature of 1853, went into 
a party caucus, and nominated ten candidates, ei~ht of whom were 
of their political faith. One political-party £the Free Democrat§? 
that gave more th&n a fourth of the votes of the State, as the last 
election, was entirely excluded from the list of candidates.l 
The last proposal of consequence to be settled was that of·represent-
ation, or the apportionment .of legislators to the various cities and parts 
2 
of the State. In many ways,it was the most delicate topic of the con-
vention, since the shifting of a few votes one way or the other could 
elect or defeat a man and make or break a party. Gerrymandering be-
came the order of the day, and when a compromise was finally reached it 
was so awkw~rd e.nd confusing as to be virtually wworkable. Though 
dissatisfied with the result~ Wilson was unwilling to risk all the 
work of the Convention by destroying the compromise and starting a-
.. 
fresh. Instead, he resorted to the novel expedient of producing an 
amendment to the Constitution which he intended to press in 1856 1 3 . 
It was not very encouraging to see such an instrument subjected to 
amendment even before it was accepted. 
With the settlement of this last issue, all the proposals were 
turned over to a drafti~ committee, where Dana and Boutwell were main-
1- Ibid., III, 255. Wilson shortly therea~er described the "exclusive 
friends of the university" in this manner: uThere is a class of men 
in, and about the city of Boston, who seem to think that they were 
born to guard, guide, govern, direct and control Harvard College. 
With the cry of 'No partyl No sect t t upon their lips, they he.ve 
evinced the spirit of partisan and sectarian bigotry, intolerance, 
and exclusiveness ••• ~nd thei7 assume it to be their mission to 
keep Harvard 6ollege from the influence of outside barbarians" • --Ibid., 
255-56. -
2- Ibid., III, 581-600. 
3 Ibiif., III, 598-99. He also held the Jeffersonian belief th1.1.t the 
~titution should be revised every 20 years.--Ibid, II, 308~nd 716. 
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ly responsible for its wording.l The Convention accepted its final 
form and decided that in the fall elections it should be submitted 
to the people in eight separate sections.2 
There was nothing ·to do now but to wait and work. For his part, 
Wilson started working for the adoption of the new Constitution by 
publishing an address urging non-partisan support of the new instru-
ment.3 There certainly was need for hard work, for no sooner had 
the Convention disbanded than anti-Constitution bolter.began to 
appear. Conservative Free Democrats,like John G. Palfrey, Charles 
Francis Adams, Marcus Morton and the Hoars c~e out against its 
adoption. 4 In the final lineup, the Free Democrats and the Coalition 
Democrats favored the new Constitution, while the Vfuigs, the conser-
vative Free Democrats and the 11 National11 and Hunker Democrats opposed 
it.5 
By the beginning of September the State was so evenly 
balanced on the issue that Wilson wrote to Sumner: " We are to 
have a sharp fight-- and all our men must go into it". He closed his 
letter with a caustic postscript about the Commonwealth, the chief 
l- Adams, Dana, I, 243. 
2- The first:Proposition covered the fr~e of government, while the other 
seven were reforms which the Convention wanted adopted. By thus divid-
ing the instrument the Convention sought to avoid tmperilling the 
whole work if one reform should prove unpopular. 
3- "The New Constitution. Address delivered ••• to his Constituents, Ex-
planatory of the Proposed Constitutional .Amendments" (Boston, White 
and Potter, 1853). See also Wilson's letter to F. w. Bird, his 
successor to the Chairmanship of the Free Democratic State Committee, 
defending the new Constitution, printed in Commonwealth, Oct. 31, 1853. 
4- Laura E. Richards (ed.), Letters and Journals of s. G. Howe,. (Boston, 
Dana Estes & Co., 19061 II, 388. 
5- Bean 11 Party Transformations11 1 172-73; Anderson, 11 Slavery Issue" 1 67. 
party organ of the Free Democrats; 
We must have a paper that can fit:;ht. VIe dont /sic/ want a 
"respectable" paper any longer. For .one I dont /sic/ want the 
endorse ment of the "best society" in Boston until I am dead .... 
then all of Uf are sure of -- for it endorses everything 
that is dead. 
In the fall election the Constitution was defeated. Every one 
of the eight sections wa rejeBted~ though the margin of defeat was 
very narrow in some cases. There was little doubt that the Boston 
vote turned the tide against it. Outside of Suffolk county, it re-
ceived a favorable majority of 997 votes. Including Suffolk county~ 
it was defeated by a majority of 4, 818 votes.2 
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The inevitable post-mortems ascribed its defeat to various causes, but 
these were in·. substantial agreement that the solid Irish-Catholic Boston 
vote nad been the deciding faotor. 3 Since 1850, the Pilot,the official 
publication of the Roman Catholic Archdiocese of Boston~ had made no 
secret of its hostility toward the Freesoilers and the Coalition in 
general~ and toward Wilson and the antislavery movement in particular. 
In fact, it was strongly, even violently pro-slavery. Given this stand, 
it was not surprising that from at least 1850 onward, it consistently 
opposed Wilson's party (no matter which one he belonged to) right on 
1- Wilson to Sumner, (Natick, Sept. 1, 1853), Sumner MSS. Harvard Univ. 
2- Commonwealth, Nov, 15, and 22, 1853; Schouler, 11the Convention of 
185311 , 46-47. 
3- James Schouler, Loc. Cit., claims that the main cause of its defeat 
was the proposed change in judicial tenure, but more important in 
its after-effects than the real reason was what the people believed 
was the real reason -- and the Coalitionists, as we shall see, were 
persuaded it was the Irish-Catholic vote of Boston. Benjamin F. 
Butler (Butlers Book, 119-120) thought so too. 
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down the line on almost every issue in every election. In 1851 6 it 
worked actively for the defeat of the Coalition,1 and in 185~it threw 
its whole wei6ht a&ainst the Coalition even going so far as to advise 
all "radicals" to make an early visit to the confessional.2 It refused 
to draw any distinction between antislavery supporters of various 
shades and the Coalitionists~ denouncing the whole lot as fanatical 
abolitionists 6 radicals, and outright traitors. For instance, it hsd 
.this to say of the Shadrach rescue: 
As often as we consider this fanatical outpouring of Abolitionist 
treason~ we feel thankful that Catholics haTe no part in it~ No-
where has treason been3preached in a Catholic journ~ or praised by a Catholic speaker. 
It had/an even sharper ax to grind with the proposed Constitution, 
since that instrument ~.s not only the brain-child of Wilson and his 
group, but, even worse, it specifically prohibited the use of State 
funds to aid parochial schools.4 It therefore published a series of 
minatory editorials stressing that: 
••• No Catholic, no adopted L}.e.Iri~ citizen can possibly 
vote for this new Constitution"; without· g~ving up_ rights for 
which ~e has been all along contending ••• 
It saw in the defeat of the Constitution the Hand of God, which had 
saved Massachusetts from radicalism. 6 
1- Pilot, ~:ov. 8, 1851. 
2- Pilot, Nov. 6, 13, 1852, and Jan. 18, 1843. 
3- Pilot, Mar. 15, 1851. 
4- For a general description of the conflict over sectarian schools 
and the Catholic drive for state aid to parochial schools, see 
Ray Billington, The Protestant Crusade, 1800-1860 (Nevr York, Macmillan 
Co. 6 1938) 6 p. 142-156. 
5- Pilot, Nov, s,· "1853. 
6· 'Pilot., Nov, 26, 185 3, 
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G. T. Anderson has well summarized the Coalition's reaction to 
the defeat: 
Coalitionists were convinced that the new Constitution 
had suffered defeat by the Irish vote. Ben Butler wrote of the 
small adverse majority: 11 This majority was wholly composed of the 
Catholic vote in Boston alone, as the rest of the State voted for 
the Constitution in spite of the Catholic vote in the cities and 
towns". The Co:annonwealth co:annented that the defeat was due to a 
bargain between the Pope and Massachusetts Whigs. .Another Boston 
daily tfhe Boston Times and Bay State Democrat,Nov. 17, l85JL7, ex-
pressing disappointment over the outcome, said;" ... the constitution 
suffered most in places where adopted citizens are most numerous: in 
Boston, Lowell, Charlestown, Cambridge, and similar places~ The Liber-
ator blamed the Irish voters, acting on the advice of.' the Catholic 
priesthood, for the adverse vote which it characterized as a victory 
for the State Street money power and Hunkerdom.l 
With these facts in mind, it is not too surprising to find that during 
the next year the Coalitionists, who were becoming increasingly nativis-
tic, joined with the11American11 party.2 
The defeat of the new Constitution was but one result of.' the elec-
tion of 1853. That, after all; was but a referendum on the regular 
ballot. There was still a chance that the Coalition might recoup it-
self by electing the Governor and regaining its majority in the Legis-
lature. Prior to the start of.' the campaign, the Wbigs nominated Emery 
Washburn for Governor, while H. W. Bishop and B. L. Wales were nominated 
by the Democrats and National Democrats respectively. Hoping to repeat the 
maneuver of 1851 and 1852, the Free Democrats ran their own man for 
Governor: Henry Wilson.3 If the Coalition won again, it seemed that 
1- .Anderson, "Slavery Issue 11 ,69-70. See also anti-Irish-Catholic editorials 
in the Dedham Gazette, Nov.~9,1853, July 1, 1854 and esp. Aug. 19,1854. 
2- The Commonwealth, from the time of its founding, Jan. 1, 1851 until 
its demise in Sept., 1854 was increasingly nativist and anti-Catholic. 
3- The Free Democratic State Convention met in Fitchburg, Sept. 15, 1853 
and after adopting twelve resolutions in favor of free soil and the 
new Constitution, elected Wilson, who was unopposed, almost unanimous-
ly. For a report of the Convention, its platform, votes, and Wilson's 
speech of acceptance, see Ca.mmonwealth, Sept. 16, 1853. ]n the tra-
dition of.' the day, Wilson did not campaign actively for his own 
election, limiting his activities to the writing of addresses and 
other material favoring the adoption of the new Constitution, as 
we have seen above. 
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J. w. Stone's prediction of the previous year would be fulfilled and 
Wilson would climb another rung in the political ladder1 for this time 
it was the Free Democrats' turn to secure the chief magistrate. When 
William H. Seward1 the New York Whig-Freesoiler, heard o£ this1 he wrote 
to Sumner= 
If Henry Wilson must be elected over my friends the Whigs o£ 
Massachusetts I shall have two solaces. First, in the fact 
that the cause of Political Justice will have a worthy an 
noble supporter. 2d, that there our friends will have a 
lesson which cannot be read without profit to themselves 
and the Country 4~· that the Whigs should have subscribed 
to anti slaver:il. 
At first it looked as if the campaign would be fought on the 
issue of the new Constitution alone. Party regulars~ meandering 
£actions and itinerant bolters were taking their stand on that groUnd 
when Caleb Cushing decided to restore the unity of the Massachusetts 
Democracy by cracking the party whip. With the obvious approval of 
the Pierce administration, he sent his famous "Ukase" to Richard 
Frothingham, editor o£ the Boston Post, who promptl~ published it.2 
In the course of his letter Cushing said : 
To supportoor vote for the Free Sailers of Massachusetts, 
is to give countenance and power to persons engaged avowedly 
in the persistent agitation of the Slavery question, and there-
fore hostile in the highest degree to the determined policy of 
the Administration. The President entertainS immovable convic-
1- Seward to Sumner, (Sept. 22, 1853) Sumner MSS. 
2- c. M. Fuess, The Life of Caleb Cushing (N.Y., Harcourt,Brace & Co., 
1923) II, 139-143 contains the full text of the letter. Sumner thohght 
this 11 Ukase" was one of three causes (the other two; the opposition of 
conservative Free Sailers and the Catholic vote)o£ the defeat of the 
Constitution, With any one of the three,suf'ficient to defeat it.--
Sumner to Whittier, Nov. 21, 1853, in Albree, Whittier Corresp., 121. 
The"Ukase11 :~ however, was directed against the· Coalition and not the 
Constitution. It was published in the Post, which favored the Con-
stitution.-- Bean, "Party Transfo.rma.tionstt, 177. The defeat of the 
Constitution may have been a side effect of its issuance, however. 
tions on this point ••• and all of us whom he has called to the 
public service here, most heartily and zealously sustain his 
views on this subject as being the only ones consistent with 
personal honor1 the integrity of the Constitution, or the per-
manency of the Union. If there be any purpose more fixed than 
another in the mind of the President and those with whom he is 
accustomed-to consult, it is that the dangerous element of Abol-
itionism, under whatever guise or form it may present itself, 
shall be crushed out, so far as his administration is concerned ••• 
I have perceived from the outset that this great principle 
of the Constitutional rights of the states is fastened in his 
thoughts as the cornerstone of the Union. Depend upon it, no 
matter what consequences may impend over him, he will never 
allow it to be shaken by Abolitionists or fanatics, but will 
set his face like flint as well against right-handed back-
slidings as against left-handed defections which may prejudice 
or.embarrass the onward progress of the Republic. 
Obviously, flint-faced Pierce was determined to maintain states Rights 
even if he had to violate the integrity of all the Northern free States 
to crush the. "abolitionists11 l VVilson and his group considered the 
"Ukase" a decla.ration of war. Charles F. Adams held up a copy of it 
at a Faneuil Hall Freesoil me~ting and said: 
I hold in my hand the most monstrous document that was 
ever presented to a free people... I very much mistake the 
character of the Demoeracy of the city where I dwell, if they 
do not spurn, and hiss, and spew out of their mouths upon this 
manifesto.l 
And yet, there is reason to believe that the "Ukase" helped swing 
many votes away from the Coalition, which was now more divided than 
ever.2 Despite the best efforts of Wilson and his men, the Coalition 
lost to the Whigs. Washburn (Whig) received 59,225 votes 1 Bishop 
(Democrat) received 35,107, Wilson received 291 016 1 and Wales (National 
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Democrat) came in a poor fourth, with only 5, 418. 3 Since there was no 
1• Quoted in Fuess, Cushing, II, 143. 
2- Nevins, Ordeal of the Union1 II, 74. 
3- Massachusetts Year Book and Business Directory ••• June 1 1899 (Worcester, 
Blanchard & Co. 1 pub., 1899), 70. For detailed results of the election 
and the final vote on the referendum on the new Constitution, see 
Commonwealth, Nov. 15, 1853. 
majority, the subernatorial election was once more thrown into the 
Legislature. Had the Coalition controlled that body, either Bishop 
or Wilson would have been elected. With the 'Whi&s remainint; in 
1 
onntrol, Washburn was routinely installed. 
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The Legislature had no sooner convened than rumors went the rounds 
that the 'Whigs were out to 11 get" Sumner for his e..ntislavery speech o:t: 
the previous summer. Edward Everett had made an acid reference to it 
durins the Whig state corcvention and it was now believed that the Legis-
lature would either ask for his resignation or would at least instruct 
him how to vote. This was what the Freesoilers had tried to do to Web-
ster in 1850 and now they expected a dose o:t: their own medicine. It was 
logical enoUbh to expect a Whig proscription o:t: Sumner, for i:t: they 
could undermine him they would have removed the last vestige of :t:ormer 
Coalition triumphs. It would also have some color of legality, since 
the U. S. Senate had, during the previous year, removed Sumner, Hale, 
and Chase from the list of. committees because they were "outside o:t: 
'2 
any healthy political organization". · 
This series o:t: de:t:eats and disappointments ~s almost more than 
Wilson could bear~ When he wrote to Sumner, at'the beginning of Janu~y. 
1854, he was not too angry to discuss politics, but he still had no 
plans for the future. He told Sumner that the greatest blow of the 
past election had been the defeat of the Constitution. The major part 
of the letter, however, was devoted to Sumner himself. Edward Elverett 1 s 
L- "Henry. Wilson -!"" or~nizez- o:t: the Coalition, advocate o:t: the Constitu-. 
tional Convention and its most active spirit, and candidate :t:or governor 
on the Free Soil ticket--was the chief: victim. The persistent foe o:t: 
Webster Whigs and all that they stood :t:or, he was now at their mercy; 
and it was a bitter thoU6ht that Adams ~~d Palfrey had contributed 
to his downf'a11. 11 --Commonv.realth Hist. o:t: Mass., IV, 484. 
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denunciation had been nmean and pittif'ul /si~/tt, he said and would 
only reflect on him. Talk of' calling for Sumner's resignation was 
nonsense,, and as for any other action: "I almost wish· they would in-
struct you. I should like to know what the Whigs would instruct any-
one to do. 11 1 .All this hardly sounded like the ebullient Wilson of' yore. 
In those days,he ignored criticism and uef'eat and looked with hope and 
oonf'idence to the future, whereas now he .seemed a prey to discourage-
ment and despair. Even toward the end of Januar,y, Samuel Gridley Ho~, 
writing to Sumner about a proposed convemion to reform Freesoil remks 
said: 
Our people are scattered and discouraged •••• ~ Wilson has not 
much heart for a fight.t but it is concluded to call a 6on-
vention a fortnight from tomorrow; possibly it will be de-
layed, but only a few days.~2 £ 
Wilson certainly had cause for his discouragement. Both he 
and his party had,gone down in defeat, the Constitution, which he 
had labored so mightily to prepare, had been rejected, and the Coali-
tion, on whioh he had pinned his hopes, was shattered beyond repair. 
The only visible result of his years of effort was the election of' 
Charles Sumner-- and now Sumner's position was far from secure. Most 
discouraging of all was the fact that public apathy toward the ~lavery 
issue had become so widespread that further effort seem~d useless. Once 
more the stormy petrel of antislavery -- prohibitionism -- emerged as 
a major issue. During 1853 it had assumed a sudden importance in all 
1- Wilson to Sumner.t (Natick, Jan. 5, 1854), SUI'llller MSS. 
2- Howe to Sumner, (Jan. 27 /Or 2J.7, 1854), Sumner MSS. 
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parts of the country.1 TheBe was no mistakin;; the omen. The public 
had tired of lister.ing to harangues about Southern aggression end 
slavery atrocities_, and were willing to accept the 11 finality11 of .the 
Compromise of 1850. Even the detested Fugitive Slave law did not 
seem to be so b~d after all~ Only one slave had .been returned from 
N~ssachusetts ~ince its passage_, and that. had been almost two years 
ago. 
Wilson's discouragement was not that of a men.who had lost an 
election. That had happened to him many times before and had only 
spurred him on to greater effort. His was the depression of a 
refor.mer witnessing the defeat of a cause. He knew all too well that 
unless something happened -- and happened soon -- the antislavery 
cause would inevitably be rele&ated to the limbo .of forgotten crusades. 
1- Smith_, Liberty and Free·Soil Parties, 261_, 296. The decline of anti-
slavery sentiment to this nsw low indicates haw completely the North 
had accepted the Compromise of 1850 as a 11 finality11 • This ape.thy is 
all the more surpTising in View of the fact that Harriet Beecher 
Stowe 1 s Uncle Tom;' s Cabin had been published in 1851 and had thus 
been in circulation for approximately three years. In the fact 
that the North refused to take action despite that and despite the 
hig;hly publicized fugitive sla-ge cases_, we have an aceurate gauge 
of the pathetic yearnings for peace throughout the nation. 
CHAPTER NINE 
WILSON A11D THE KANSAS-NEBRASKA BILL 
He was a skilful# adroit~ practiced and constant 
political manager. He knew the value of party or-
ganization and did not disdain the arts and diplo-
macies of a partisan. 
-- Hoart Autobiography~ I~ 216. 
On January 4, 1854,stephen .A. Douglas reported out his Kansas-
Nebraska Bill and almost single-handedly forced it through a reluc-
tant Congress. On May 30, President Franklin Pierce signed it into 
law. 
It was one thing to shove the Nebraska bill through Congress 
and quite another to get the North to accept itt In l850,a North 
weary of the issues of 11 rum and niggers11 gave its reluctant consent 
.. 
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to this Compromise and even swallowed the bitter pill of the Fugitive 
Slave law because it promised a "finality11 • The e:xa.mple ot the Missouri 
Compromise, which had brought thirty years o:f peace was a powerful in-
ducement to :forget principles or prejudices and give tacit assent to a 
distasteful solution of sectional difficulties. Now, £our years later, 
the morally obtuse Douglas, prompted by political expediency, had reck-
. 1 
lessly reop~ed the wound •. Ignoring t4e pathetic gropings for peace 
which had produced repeated assertions of the finality o£ the Compromise 
1- For a good analysis of Douglas' motivation see Nevins, Ordeal of 
the Union, II, 102-109. · 
of 1850, he des-troyed, in one s-troke, 'the .final precious gift of 
Clay and Webs-ter -- 'the subordina-tion of sec-tions 'to 'the Union. 
There might be doubt about it before 'this 'time, bub .from this point 
onward the Civil War became inevitable •1 Un-til this time Southern 
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£ire-ea-ters like Jef'f'erson Davis, Barnwell Rh~tt, Thomas L. Cl;~gm~ 
and Albert G. Brown, and Northern radicals and aboli-tionists like 
Garrison, Wendell Phillips, Sumner and Wilson had bean hoping and 
working for a change in public sen-timent, but their work had been 
largely .futile in the face of Union giants like Clay and Webster. 
Now these men were gone and Douglas had de&troyed 'their work, torn 
open the dykes of sec-tional passion, and played into 'the hands of 
the skilful sectione.lists o£ 'the North and 'the South. While 'the 
Compromise of 1850 had tried to remove slavery as a political issue, 
Douglas• bill made sure 'that for 'the next few years it would 'be a 
burning issue. 
One thing is certain. This was the golden opportuni-ty of 'the 
Northern antislavery men. .As 'W"e have seen, un-til now they sought 
'to create a favorable climate of opinion, but despite all 'their e£-
forts, 'the years 1852 and 1853 had brought a decline in antislavery 
sentiment in i'ts home state o£ Massachusetts which was almost enough 
to discourage even a man of Wilson's stout caliber. Now, 'thanks to 
Stephen .A. Douglas, they would win the ba-ttle for public approval. 
1· See Smith, Parties and Slavery, 107-108, and Rhodes, Hist. of' 
.!!.!.._!·, I, 49o-91 .for concurring sen-timen-ts. 
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~ professed Democratic Unionist convinced the conservative neutrals 
of the North that compacts and comprQmises With the South were valid 
. only so long as -bhey inured -t;o the benefi-t; of -t;he Sou-bh. A few in-
vetera-be doughf'aces like James Buchanan migh-t; willingly submit -t;o 
such legisla-bive blackmail~ but even £or.mer Cotton Whigs of Boston 
bec~e disgus-bed. 
Even by -bhe s-bandards of the political empiricist, the move was 
-bragic, for i-b destroyed all previous gains with -t;he sole result -t;hat 
the South won a tecgn1cal victory which it was doomed i;o see dissipated 
' 
in subsequent developmen-bs.1 True, Douglas redeemed himself t~ee 
years lai;er by sacrificing his political future i;o -bhwart -bhe cynical 
schemes o£ Soui;hern disunionis-bs on Kansas, but like so many other 
repenan-b sinners, he could no-b undo -bhe damage done, and his awn 
heroic sacrifice would no-t; have been necess~ had he possessed grea-ber 
political and moral insigh-t; in 1854. Douglas created -bhe monster that 
des-broyed him. Unforlunai;ely the D'nion was sacrificed at the same time. 
For years Vfilson and his group had been fighting public indifference 
and outrigh-t; hos-bilit'y on -bhe slavery issue in vain. Now their great 
moment had come.2 During the previous years o£ dogged persis-benoe in 
-crying to awaken -bhe Norlh i;o the evils of -bhe Slave Power, they had 
1- Nevins (Op. Cit. II, 348) noted -bhat this development destroyed the 
possibility of extraterritorial -bropical acquisitions. 
2- "Douglas had convened more men to intransigen-t; freesoil doctrine 
in two months than Garrison and Phillips had converted to aboli-
-bionism in twenty years". -- Nevins., Op. Cit •. , II~ 153-54. 
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been unwearied in seelQ.ng to persuade the people that the South~ far 
from fighting to presen-e its "peculiar institutiontt was actively and 
aggressively seeking to expand it. They had wurked unceasingly to 
convince their hearers and readers that the South .had designS on the 
territories of the United states. The Mexican War, they had contended, 
had been fought to add to the slave territory of the South. At that 
time they failed to prove their point. People believed it ~s a na-
tional war, and'anyway, the insatiable la:nd-hunger of the people of 
all sections -- Northern as well as Southern and Western -- was such 
that they were willing to ignore their scruples as to the eventual 
disposition of the area acquired. Now, however, the issue was clear-
cut. It was not a matter of wrestiDg more square miles from a neigh.. 
boring country. It was no longer a conflict between the abolitionists 
and the status ~· Even the most conservative Northerner became con-
vinced that what the South was seeking was not the. preservation of 
slavery but its extension. The reaction was proportionately violent • 
.As the debate over the bill mounted in fury, Wilson's letters to 
Sumner became more frequent. At first he did not recognize it as a 
fighting·issue around which Freesoil ranks could be reformed. He 
expressed his satisfaction that Sumner would fight Douglas and added: 
11We feel now the importance of having a voice in the Senate to utter 
the higher sentiments o£ the people of Massachusetts." His big re-
gret was that the Freesoilers did not control the State government 
so that they could apeak out. He ended his letter by asking what 
chances Douglas had of sucoeeding.l 
On the fourteenth of February, Wilson's group of Freesoilers 
published 11the first public protest" to be made in Massachusetts 
against the bill.2 By that time the antislavery group in Congress had 
issued the "Appeal of the Independent Democrats" and S. P. Chase, 
Benjamin F. Wade, Sam Houston, Edward Everett and William H. Seward 
he.d,entered the field against Douglas.3 Chase's masterly speech set 
him at the head of the anti-Douglas forces. Edward Everett, on the 
other hand~ while opposed to Douglas' measure, attempted to steer a 
moderate statesman-like course, and succeeded only in placing himself 
between two fires. 
Charles Sumner, the spokesman of the Massachusetts Freesoilers, 
had yet to be heard from. On January 17, he had offered an amendment 
to the bill which expressly reaffir.med the slavery restriction of the 
Missouri Compromise, and he had been one of the leading spirits behind 
. 
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the 11 Appeal of the Independent Democrats, u. but he had not yet delivered 
a set speech against the bill. Shortly after the middle of February, 
Wilson wrote to him again telling him that he looked forward with 
1- Wilson to Sumner, (Natick~ Jan. 18, 1854), Sumner MSS. Harvard Univ. 
2- Bean, "Party Transformations11 , 182. 
3- For the text of the 11 Appealtr, see J. W. Schucker a, The Life and Public 
Services of Salmon P. Chase (New York, Appleton, 1874), 14o-149. For 
an evaluation of the 11Appeal11 , see Nevins, Op. Cit., II, 111-113. 
A. w. Crandall, Early Years of the Republican PartY 1854-1856 (Boston, 
Richard Ba~er, 1Sso), 19, wrote that the 11Appeal0 "'broke ground for 
a national Republican party." 
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anticipation to his speech of February 21, since it would keynote 
the whole debate on the bill. Referring to the previous speeches 
against it, he reported that Everett 1 s effort had disappointed every-
one of all parties, but that Seward's address had been'klorious". 
As for "Old Sam Houston", when he had mentioned his speech at a 
Faneuil Hall meeting, the walls had "echoed with shouts of hearty 
applause".! 
SUID.l!Ler' s speech against the bill was disappointing, -to a certain 
degree. ·In later years Douglas d~scribed it as "a mere essay against 
slaverr'•2 Instead of attacking the bill directly he contented him-
self with a general moral denunciation of its aims. It had been often 
and aptly sUI!lmarized with a sentence exbracted from it: "Sir, nothing 
ce.n be settled which is not right" .s. Allan Nevins, in summarizing 
Douglas' answer to Ohas e and Sumner says: 
Finally, he more than intimAted that Chase and Sumner had 
found their way into the Senate by base means. He must be 
permitted, he rapped out, to tell Chase that "I did not ob-
terin IffY seat in this body either by a corrupt bargain or a 
dishonorabJ.e coalition"; to tell Sumner that 11 I did not enter 
into any combinations or arrangements by which my character, 
my principles, and my honor, were get up at public auction 
or private sale in order to procure a seat in the Senate of 
the United States1"4 
Sumner's reaction to this must have been a sight to see11 
1- Wilson to Sumner,(Boston, Feb., 1854). The date is illegible, but 
internal evidence ~icates it was written on the 18th or 19th. 
2- Quoted in Rhodes, Op. Cit., 1, 454.· 
3.- Though it was hardly the type that he would have given under the 
circumstances, Wilson loyally complimented Sumner on it, calling 
it a wonderful speech and assuring him that he had read it twice. 
--Wilson to Sumner,(Natick, Feb. 26, 1854), Sumner MSS.Harvard Univ. 
4- Nevins, Op. Cit., II, 144. 
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By the end of February, Wilson was thoroughly alert to the pro-
paganda possibilities o:r Douglas' bill and was already hard at work 
exploiting them.1 His post-election despondency was gone and he was 
once more in fighting trim. He busied himself with the reorganiza-
tion o:r Massachusetts antislavery groups axi.d invaded his native State 
q:f New Hampshire to speak and sample public reaction at :first hand. 
In a buoyant letter to Sumner he noted that on February 25, the Free-
soilers had voted to raise a "Million Fund" for the cause and that 
they had raised $70,000. on the spot, thus assuring themselves o:r an 
annual income of $10~000. He then described their plans: 
We intend also to open at once a system o:r agitation 
and do all we can to increase the Anti Slavery Sentiment• 
We ~hink of organizing Anti Slavery Leagues in all portions 
of' the State. 
Whatever the result of' the Bill be:fore Congress one 
good has come of' it. The seals are broken and all will now 
diseuss the question of Slavery.2;· 
As :for the political alignments on the question, he believed that 
if' the Free State Whigs should split with their Southern colleagues, 
and f'ight the bill they would carry the North "with a rush". "For 
one",· he·,:said, "I rather go for the Pierce's /i'ii/, Douglases than 
to have anything to do with the Southern 'Whigs" • 3 
1- He spoke at a Faneuil Hall anti-Nebraska meeting~ Feb. 16, and, 
as chairman of the Co.mmittee on Resolutions, gave the report. 
Dedham Gazette, Feb. 18, 1854• 
2- Wilson to Sumner, (Natick, Feb. 26, 1854), Sumner MSS.Harvard Univ. 
3- Ibid. Both then and later Wilson was not especially critical of 
Douglas, partly, perhaps, because he was aware of the great ser-
vice Douglas was indirectly rendering the antislavery cause. --
Wilson, Slave Power, II, ch. XXX. 
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Before the final passage of the Kansas-Nebraska bill, one hundred 
and ~enty-eight s~t speeches were delivered for and against it in Con-
gress.! Despite ferocio~ opposition. Douglas had his way. and on the 
third of March the bill vias passed. The· South, which had not sought 
the gift and had eyed it with suspicion, now eagerly grasped this 
Jason's Robe and claimed it for itself. Salmon P. Chase detected the 
poison and told Sumner; "They celebrate a present victory, but the 
echoes t}J.eyawe.ke will never rest until slavery itself shall die."2 
In the North,there was an explosion of indignation unparalleled since 
the start of the century. Ev-en as early as the e:nd of January, the~e 
had been public protest meetings in New York, and in February hundreds 
of' similar mass meetings were held throughout the North • 3 In Boston, 
F. W. Bird and Wilson drew up a call for a prot(SB:t meetiJJg. 4 Un-
fortunately,they were not discreet enough to let by-gones be by-gones 
and included in it a reference to the defeated constitution, with the 
result that the Adams faction refused to participate.5 Much more 
1- Rhodes, Op. Cit., I, 488 n. 
2- Schuckers, Chase, 156. For South~rn indifference and suspicion, see 
Nevins, Op. Cit., II, 132-35. Wilson (Slave Power, II, 406) naturally 
cites the bill as the crowning example of Slave Power aggression, but 
Nevins rightly says that "nothing is more fatuous than the idea that 
Douglas' bill was a piece of Southern aggression•• .-- Op. Cit., II, 135. 
That did not prevent the antislavery men from making the charge and 
abusing the South, however. 
3- Rhodes, Hist. of U. s., I, 463-465; Nevins, Op. Cit., II, 125-32; 
Smith, Parties and Slavery, 104. 
4- Bean, "Party Transfor:rna.tionslt, 182. For a typical broadside announcing 
Wilson as an anti-Nebraska speaker at a protest meeting in .Aahburl'lham1 
Mass., see Nevins, Op. Cit., II, 125. 
5- Bean, Op. Cit., 182. 
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surprising than this radical meeting was the conservative meeting 
which gathered at Faneuil Ball a few days later. This group was 
composed of the "Substantial citizens" who had backed Webster and 
insisted on the acceptance of the Fugitive Slave law. The president 
was Samuel A. Eliot and among the speakers were George s. Hillard~ 
Robert C. Winthrop and Abbott Lawrence.1 When men of their per-
suasion arose in protest. there was no mistaking the temper of the 
people. Of the party organs -- Whig and Democratic as well as anti-
slavery -. the Boston Post almost alone supported the measure.2 
-
The tmmediate effect of the bill on the establiahed p~ies of 
Massachusetts was disastrous. Conservative Whigs felt that "bb.eir 
previous ·concessions to the South had been useless and that their 
·trust had been betrayed. Their party never recovered from the blow 
dealt to·it by this bill. ~for the Democrats, all th~ could do 
was preserve an embarrassed silence. 
All these developments. were meat and drink for Wilson. On 
March 15, he wrote to Sumner: 
1- .Anderson, 11 Slavery Issueu, 76-80. R. c. Winthrop wrote: u If I 
could have prescribed a recipe for reinflating Free-soilism and 
Abolitionism which had collapsed all over the country I should 
have singled out this precise potion fro.m the whole materia 
medica of political quackery".-- quoted in Hart, Commonwealth 
Hist. Mass • ., IV, 485. Nevins (Op. Cit • ., II,. 153-54) says: 
"Douglas had converted more men to intransigent freesoil doctrine 
in two months than Garrison and Phillips had converted to abo-
litionism in twenty yearstt. 
2- Anderso:n, 11 Slavery Issue11 , 84. The~ was Calab Cushing's organ. 
I have just returned home from a stumping tour in New Hampshire. 
I spent 14 days in that State and travelled 1040 miles and I 
heard only ~ man in the whole state say a word in favor of 
Douglas' Bill. They refused to make it an issue. 
He was not ·only interested in fostering the new antislavery spirit. 
He had moved Edward Everett's name to the top of his proscription 
list and was determined to remove him from his Senatorial seat at 
any cost. In this same letter he said: 
If Everett knew the sentiments of the people he would 
leave the seat he dishonors. His name is pronounced with 
derision and contempt by all men. I met Hillard this morning 
and he spoke in high terms of your course and in condemnation 
of Everett. He thinks Everett may resign his seat.2 · 
A few days later he wrote again: nEverett is denounced and sneered 
/i.il by all parties. He had better resign his seat. He is down 
among- the dead mentt.3 Shortly thereafter~ Edward Everett resigned 
from his Senatorial position. 
With the Whigs now definitely out of -the running~ Wilson was 
once more interested in teaming up with the Democrats to form an 
invincible party. To ma:ny~ this must haTe seemed like a mistake. 
1- Wilson to Sumner, (Boston, Mar. 15, l854),Sumner MSS. See also 
Ibid.~ Mar. 22, 1854 for a repetition of the same claim. Wilson 
Wi'S"''am.paigning in New Hampshire for the election of John P. Hale 
to the Senate (in March) to replace the recently deceased Sen. 
Atherton. For anyone to travel 1040 miles in New Hampshire in 
two weeks, a century ago, was no mean feat, even if we exclude 
the inevitable speechmaking and handshaking that campaigning 
demands. 
2- Ibid., (Mar. 15, 1854). 
3- Ibid., (Natick~ Mar. 22~ 1854). See also his letter to Sumner 
~r. 10, 1854; yet in his History Wilson does not criticize 
Everett -- Slave Power, II, 386~87. 
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.With antislavery sentiment at fever pitch and with the Whigs hors 
de combat~ it seemed like an ideal moment to create a pure antislavery 
party to fill the gap. With the new Republican party rapidly taking 
shape in the West and spreading eastward~ such a move would become 
feasible in the coming months, but Wilson seemed to feel that the time 
was not yet ripe for his group to strike out on its ow.n.1 When a 
Democratic State Convention was called, toward the end of March, 157 
Freesoilers joined with 148 Democrats to take aotion.2 It seemed as 
though the Coalition would be reborn. 
Massachusetts, and especially Boston, were still boiling with 
rage over the Kansas-Nebraska bill when the State was rocked by another. 
t1atrocity": the rendition of An:bhony Burns. On Thursday~ May 24, 
Boston was once more treated to the spectacle of seeing a peaoable 
Negro arrested, manacled~ and returned to slavery. .Another rash of 
antislavery meetings took place. 3 Public sentiment and Wilson • s own 
reaction are well mirrored in a letter written to Sumner.by John B. 
Alley: 
1~ Referring to the rise of RepUblicanism in this year he later said: 
"• •• the formation of a national and successful party frQm materials 
afforded by the disintegration of hitherto hostile 'ol-ga_nizations was 
a work of great delioaoy and difficulty. Such a party could not be 
m.aiie; -- it must grow out of the e;Lements already existing. It must 
be born of the nation's necessities and of its longing for relief 
from the weakness, or wickedness, of existing organizations." -
Slave Power~ II, 408. Even up to election-time there was no national 
or regional Republican party:·< ttThere was nothing ••• resembling any 
oentral control, and the leader~ in the state elections were left 
untrammelled and unaided".-- Smith, Parties and Slavery., 110-111. 
2- Wilson to Sumne~ (Natick, Mar. 22, 1854), Sumner MSS.Harvard Univ. 
3- Rhodes, Hist. of U. s., I, 501. For other slave oases at this time, 
see Nevins, Ordeal of' the Union~ II, 150-53. 
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••• never since 1 have been engaged in the anti-slavery cause 
have 1 seen occasion for rejeioing as ncrw ••• I have been com-
pelled to hold back a number of my excited hunker friends, so 
much so that I em almost considered a hunker :IDyself ••• wilson 
is in fine f'eather and feels very jubilant. 
Even more than the Kansas-Nebraska bill the Burns rendition left 
Massachusetts in a condition of indescribable political chaos. Until 
now the picture had been complex enough, with the regular parties 
weakened internally by the dissension of factions and externally by the 
periodic desertion of disaffected bolters and mavericks. The presence 
of the Freesoil third party1 attempting t~ play both ends against each 
other had made a bad situation even worse. Now, however, everyone seemed 
to be a maverick. Bolters bolted from the bolters and factions split 
and crumbled until there seemed to be little left but tho~ sands or five-
man parties.2 All that remained of the traditional parties was a small, 
hard core of die-hard Whigs and extreme Hunker Democrats. 
In March, Wilson had tried to unite the Freesoilers and the- Democrats. 
By the time the Burns rendition had been completed, most of these Democrats 
had become outright Freesoilers in everything but name. And yet~ there 
seemed little p~ospeot of maintaining that organization intact. The 
national Free~oil organization, after repeated def'eats, had all but dis-
appeared. Even in Massachusetts the name itself was now used only in 
a restricted sense. To avoid confusion we have generally called Wilson's 
1-Alley to Sumne~ (Boston, June 5, 1854) ,Sumner MSS. Harvard Un:i.vo 
2-Smit~~ , Parties and Slavery, 109-110 
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party and the Adams faction Freesoilers, but since l85lt as we have 
sean, the Adams £action called itself either Freesoilers or Freesoil 
Whigs, and Wilson•s party had used the denominations o£ Freesoil and 
Free Democrat interchangeably. By l854,the nama Fraesoiler was loose-
ly applied to the core o£ radical antislavery men who were not out-
right abolitionists. It was losing its function as a party tag and 
was consequently falling into disuse. To regain accuracy we shall 
henceforth use it to qesignate those ant.isb.yery men -- irl"espective 
of party background -- .who generally subscribed to the principles of 
Wilson•s group. 
With circumstances working so powerfully in their f~vpr,it be-
hooved the antislavery men to organize and unify their forces as navel" 
befox-e.1 In May, the citizens of Concord met and appointed a com-
mittee which immediately issu:e d a call for a Freesoil State Convention 
2 to be held at the American House in Boston1 on May 31. When he ad-
,) 
dressed the Convention,Wilson advocated a fusion o£ al~ groups, ir-
respective of party affiliations, which would subscribe to Freesoil 
principles,. His foremost aim,· he said, was 11 to exb.erminate--to ~ 
terminate" the £orty-foU:r Northern 6ongressmen who had voted £or the 
Kansas-Nebraska bill, and elect one hundred and forty-six Congressmen 
who favored repeal of that bill and the Fugitive Slave law. To do this 
1.;,. In May, lVilson went to Wa.shingtor and was present when the House 
passed Douglas' bill. --Mann, Wil~on, 44. He was there to consult 
with antislavery leaders and plan for conserted action, but little 
seems to have come from their tal~.--Nason & Russell, Wilson, 117. 
2- Hoar, Autobiograph?', I, 30. A complete report of the Convention 
and the full text o.f·Wilson's speech printed in Daily Commonwealth, 
June 1,. 1854. 
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he was willing to sacrifice everything but his antislavery principles. 
In summary he said: 
Let us yield up our organizations, everything but our principles, 
to establish the great party of' the North. The t~e has now come 
to f'orget the past, obliterate the Fugitive-slave Act as well as 
the Nebraska Act, and to do what we can to place the country per-
petually on the side of freedom. The time has now come f'or the 
f're~en of' the North to f'orm one great progressive Democratic party 
that shall guide the policy .and control the destinies of' the re-
public. Whether the standard-bearer of' that party shall be our 
own trusted leader of' 1852 /Horace Mann/, or a member of the Whig 
or Democratic party, he shall have. the unwavering support of the 
free Democracy .• ! 
This convention was but the f'irst of an extended series that made the 
next f'ew months famous as the Summer of Conventions.2 The next day the 
Free Democratic State Convention met at the MUsic Hall, in Boston, and 
John P. Bale, Joshua R. Giddings, John A. Andrew and Wilson were on hand to 
l• Quoted in Mann, Wilson, 44, and Wilson, Slave Pbwer, II, 414. See also, 
BOar, Autobiography, I, 30. 
2- «The Summer of 1854 was emphatically the season of' conventions, con-
ventions growing out of the Burns rendition, anti-Nebraska, Free Dem-
ocrat, Free Soil, Republican, to say nothing of' Whig, Democratic, and 
Dark Lantern /i.e., Knovi-Nothingf convexrt:ions occurred almost every 
week.11 -- F. vi": Bird, in Worcester Spy, June 6, 1857, quoted in 
Pearson, Lite of' John A • .Andrew {Boston, Houghton Mifflin, 1904), 
I, 64 n. So many meettngs took place that even contemporaries had 
difficulty keeping them straight, with the result that conflicting 
dates and contused chronology are the rule. The student of these 
years should not accept any single account at f'ace value and check 
closely with other sources • For example, on the V'lorcester Convention 
of the 11 Republicann party, J. B. Mann (Wilson, 45), vmo was usually 
unreliable f'or dates, said it occurred JUly 20. Nason & Russell 
(Wilson, 118) assigned August 10, as the date, while Hoar (Auto-
biography, I, 30) said it took place Sept. 1. In this case~ 
was righ'€: see Commonwealth, July 21, 1854, and the numerous an-
nouncements of the meeting in this newspaper in the issues of 
July 5 to July 20, 1854. Nason & Russell were confusing this 
meeting with the Worcester nominating convention, while Hoar con-
fused it with the Chapman Hall meeting (in Boston) of' August 10, 1855. 
202 
address the meeting.1 Later in the month, another Concord meeting 
took place and a Committee of Correspondence was este.blished to foster 
the fusion movement.2 All this activity and many behind-the-scenes 
conf'erences3 resulted in a call being sent out for a non-partisan 
fusion meeting to be held at the American House. Approximately 
thirty political leaders attended, but there were less than six 
Whigs on hand and no Democrats as such. The Whigs were determined 
that the antislavery men should join their party or. they would have 
nothirg; to do with them. The meeting was deadlocked and no action 
4 
was taken. Undeterred by this stalemate, the antislavery men scheduled 
another conventiLn to take place in Worcester, on July 20.5 Wilson, 
despite his feverish activity, was not sanguine of its prospectw. 
Writing to Sumner, he expressed the hope that he could attend the 
convention, but he added that the Whigs were more interested in 
working for office than for any cause, and anyWay, the rank and file 
of both the Whig and Democratic parties were sick of politics and were 
going in for the ominously prominent Know Nothing party. 11 The Know 
Nothings", he said, 11 can carry the state and I think they can" 6 : ,, 
1- For a description of the meeting and the text of its exclusively 
antislavery resolutions, see Dedham Gazette, June 3, 1854. ~-~ilson's 
speech printed in Ibid., June 10, 1854. The speech was very sim-
ilar to the one given the day before at the Freesoil state Convention. 
2-Dedhrun Gaz~tte, June 10, 1854. 
3-Mann, Wilson, 44-45a Wilson, Slave Power, I~4l4. 
4-See Daily Commonwealth., July ll.t 1854 for description of the meeting. 
The same issue also quotes hosti~e accounts from the Courier and the 
Atlas. Pierce, Sumner , III, S98-99. The Whigs preferred continuing 
to adore the deceased Clay and Webster rather than adhere to principles. 
It wes a two-man party. See James Schouler, 11 The Whig Pe.rty in 1iass-
achusetts11, Mass. Hist. Soo. Proceedin.;s , L, (l9l6-l9l7L p.53. 
5-For text of the call for the convention, see Dedham Gazette, July l,l854. 
6-Wilson to Sumner, (Natick, July2,l854), Sumner MSS. Harvard Univ. 
q 
I' 
He certainly was ~~ a position to know, for, as we shall see later, 
I' 
,I 
he was a member o~; that organization. 
if 
. ~ 
When the Woroiester Convention of ·July 20, assembled, Wilson, 
!I 1
1i 
!I 
as usual, was on hand to speak, along with John L. Swift and E. L. · 
l\ 
Keyes. But the Ad\ams faction refused to attend.1 The meetin& was 
II 
a f'iasoo and anotl;Ler was planned to meet in the same city on Septem-
;i 
,; 
ber 7, the intervE,ning weeks allo\Ving more time f'or thorough ground-
!! 
II 
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work. When this c1onvention -- innocuously named the "People t s Nomin-
i! 
ati:ng Convention" J:-- finally assembled, it was composed of veteran Free 
Soilers, with WilJion's group f'irmly in oomrnand.2 At the start of' the 
:I 
. il 
meeting the Free ~~oilers went through the formality of' o.i'f'ioially dis-
J; 
solving their par1~'r and adopting the name "Republican". · This .was the r first time this ptl.rty tag was used in the State.3 Charles Sumner was 
II 
i! 
on hand, and del~rered a long address calling .for "backbone ••• Backbone 
;i 4 !: . 
• • • BACKBONE." 1ri th the speeches over, the convention adopted a plat-
J, 
.. 
f'orm. of' six resol]~tions, with the first one reading: 
,. 
li ' 
.Resolved, Thjat the .Republican party is eminently the party of' the 
Union and th~~ Constitution, of' Law and Order; and may justly olaim 
to be the trb.e National and Democratic party, because it is opposed 
in its princ:Lples, sentiments and aims to sectionalism, secession 
and disunion~ is equally desirous of the welfare of' every part of 
the cotmtry;j! and disregarding the aristocratic, hereditary distinco,-· 
tiona of' bir~h and color, maintains the right of' all men to Freedom 
and Equalit~:before the law.5 
II 
'I 
1- For a descriptlon o.f the meeting and the teXt o£ Wilson's address, see 
Commonwealth, !ruly 21, 1854. Wilson said he preferred a fusion, but 
would accept ~:coalition. See also, Wilson, Slave Power, II, 414, tor 
additional det:ia.ils •. The attendance was variously estiiliated at aoo-
1500, with verir few Whigs and Democrats present, and very f'aw "lead-
ing represent~~itre men." -- Nevins,. Ordeal o.f the Union, II, 319 n. 
2- Bean, 11 Party !l.;ransformations", 193. For the text of the call for the 
Convention, se~ Commomrealth, Aug. 2, 1854. 
3- .Anderson, "Slavery Issuett, na. This work also contains a good 
general descr~ption o.f the meeting. Needless to say, the adoption 
bf the name 11~epublioan11 did not automatically make a party out of 
this co~lomer,ation of' Free Soilers. 
4- Speech printed' in Commonwealth, Sept. 8, 1854. 
5- This and the other six resolutions printed in Commonwealth,Sept. 8, 
l854. These resolutions were substantially the same as those adopted 
during the Ju~y 20 meeting. -- Nevins, Ordeal of the Union, II, 319. 
:! 
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For the rest,it adopted the usual Freesoil litany: favoring the repeal 
of the Fugitive Slave law, non-.extension of slavery either in states, 
territories, or Cuba, and the abolition of slavery in the District of 
Columbia. The only novel plank was one en8ouragin& mi&ration to the 
West. With the single exception of the demand for the abolition of 
slaver,y in the District of Columbia, it was a defensive platform. 
The antislaver,y men of Massachusetts had retreated a long v~y from 
their elll8ncipationist demands of the previous decade. 
When it came time for nominations, the Convention named Wiison 
to run for Governor and selected Increase Sumner for Lieutenant-gov• 
ernor.
1 By accepting the honor,Wilson placed himself in a ticklish 
position.. He was already committed to the Know Nothing •party and he 
expected it to wim. the c.oming election. Was he acting in good faith 
when he accepted the nomination of one party while continuing active 
membership in a rival -- and stronger --party'/ To answer this question 
adequately we must first consider the role he played in the Know Noth-
ing party. 
1~ Vote for gubernatorial nominee was as follows; Wilson, 316; S.C. 
Phillips, 68; E.R. Hoar, 48; and a scattering of 10 votes.-Dedham 
Gazette, Sept. 9, 1854. I have carefully avoided using the name 
"Republican" to describe this movement because there was no 11 Re-
publicann party as such in Massachusetts this year. Both nation-
ally as locally the designation used was generally "FUsion" or 
".Anti-Nebraska 11 party. 
• CHAPTER TEJ:J 
KltOW ' :·:NOTHING INTERLUDE 
/"Tilson thoubht anythin£;; fair which served his purpose. 
He was at homEi in trade.s and coalitions. He was skill-
ful in public affairs, generous and kind-hearted, of 
popular manners, and a firm friend. Having gone into 
the ¥..now-nothing party, and thereby got the senatorship, 
he was ready to betray the order to which he had sworn 
fidelity, if he could advance the anti-slavery cause by 
doing so. 
-- G. s. Merriam, Samuel Bowles, I, 131-32. 
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By sprillb of 1854 the nativistic and anti-Catholic organization 
known as the American, or Know Nothing, organization had achieved 
such startling success that rumors were going around that it would 
soon control the politics of Massachusatts.l The heavy influx of 
Irish-Catholic immigrants into Boston and its environs, during the 
late forties and early fifties, and the known fact that these immi-
grants were Democratic in affiliation and generally pro-slavery in 
sentiment, caused a considerable amount of friction.2 At the start 
of the decade their political influence wa.s not sufficiently great 
1- Wilson, Slave Power, II, 414. For a general description and dis-
cussion of the rise of Nativism and the Know Nothing party, see 
Ray Billington's fascinating monograph; The Protestant Crusade 1800-
1860 (I,I.Y., Macmillan Co., 1938). As early as 1845 the Nativists 
'i1'a(i"elected Thomas A. Davis mayor of Boston.-• Schouler, "The 'Whig 
Party inmss.11 , l~ass. Hist. Soc. Proceedings, L, 46-47. 
2- For a detailed discussion of immdgration and Know Nothingism in 
Mass., see Bean, "Party Transformations", chapters VIII and IX. 
In 1855 Boston had a larger foreign than native population.--Ibid., 
197-98. For details on Boston, see Oscar Handlin's excellent study: 
Boston's ~nigrants, 1790-1865 (Cambridge, Harvard Univ. Press, 
l94l), esp. chapters II,III,V,VI,and VII. In the same year 42% 
of the population in the State was foreign-born and 80% of that 
number were Irish.-- .Anderson, "Slavery Issue11 , 112. 
to alter the political picture in the State. Despite the fulmi-
nations of the Boston Pilot against Wilson's Freesoilers ~ their 
Coalition with the Democrats succeeded. In fact, the first time 
that Wilson took personal note of Irish-Catholic policical pm~r 
was in his letter to Sumner of lflarch 10, 1853, shortly after the 
election of the delegates to the Constitutional Convention, when 
he said: 
I deeply regret the defeat of [c.FJ Adams .Lin QuincxJ 
but it could not be helped. I tried to induce the Irish to 
vote for him but it could not be accomplished.1 
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~/hile sentiment in both the Whig and Freesoil ranks against the Irish 
had mounted steadily from 1850 to 1853, and while the Know Nothing Party 
had shovn1 a slow, steady growth during those years~ it was only with 
the defeat of the new Constitution that the storm really broke. Until 
that t~e the Freesoilers had avoided an open clash with the Pilot, 
though that newspaper had persistently goaded and denounced them nnd 
all their works.2 With pontifical self-assurance,that organ had ap-
provin61Y quoted the ultra-Catholic Orestes Brownson, who said that: 
11 The catholic ••• looks upon slavery as a social evil; but taught by 
the infallible Church, he knows that it is not a moral evil -- a 
crime or sin11 .3 To Freesoil ears, this and numerous other statements 
of similar import were blasphemous to the last degree, and yet, their 
1- Wilson to Sumner,(state House, Boston, Mar. 10, 1853),Sumner MSS. 
Harvard Uni v. 
2- Andersen, " Slavery Issueit, 113-114. 
3- Pilot, Feb. 15, 1850, quoted from the Catholic 1\'Iirror. 
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only action that could in any way be described as indirectly retalia-
tory was their support and passage o£ the liquor prohibition measures. 
With the defeat of the Constitution in 1853, however, Free Soil disappoint-
ment and resentment over the role of the Irish in defeating that instru-
ment was openly and freely expressed.l 
Wilson himself, though noted for his tolerance and magnanimity, 
made a few public statements, at this time. which ill suited a man of his 
views. In his letter of acceptance of the gubernatorial nomination of 
the Republican party, he declared that slavery could only be overthrown 
by the descendents of "that sturdy Puritan race. n2 On the other hand, 
while both his record and his statements prove that he ente·rtained no 
hostile feelings toward immigrants or Catholicism, he dreW a clear dis-
tinction between either group as a group and as a political power. During 
a speech delivered at ann American" Festival in Waltham, to celebrate Banks 1 
election,. in 1854, he said that while he harbored no enmity toward foreigners·, 
he would not accept them as his master.3 roward the Catholic Church, he 
adopted a more critical attitude, stating that one reason why he had 
joined the Know-Nothing party was "to counteract the insidious and malign 
tendencies of that sectarian power that instinctively sympathizes with 
oppression in the new and the old worlds."4 Yet, to anyone familiar with 
1- Bean, "Party rransformations", 237-238, and Chapter ix. 
2- Letter dated:Natiok, Sept. 18, 1854, printed in Boston Evening Telegraph, 
Oot. 3, 1854. 
3- Boston Evening Telegraph, Nov. 25, 1854. In this speech, he noted in 
passing that he was generally known as "the best abused politician in 
Massachusetts." 
4• Letter to Han. Robert F. Hall, (Natick, Jan. 20, 1855), in answer to· 
Hall's letter of Jan. 18, 1855, inquiring where Wilson stood on the 
".American" platform. Both these letters printed in Eveni;ng Telegraph, 
Jan. 23, 1855. Wilson avowed himself opposed to military companies 
composed exclusively of men of foreign birth, but came out unequivocally 
for the legal equality of aliens and Negroes. For sample quotations 
revealing the reaction of the Boston Advertiser, Boston Atlas, Boston 
Chronicle, and Boston Journal to Wilson's selection for the United States 
Senate, see Evening Telegraph, Jan. 23, 1854. The Atlas pointed out that 
'Dr.: 1 --- .... _ _, ,_a - n .. • • 
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the scatological attacks being made on the Catholic Church, during this 
period, Wilson's criticism, by contrast, almost sounds like praise. His 
only other unfortunate allusion to race was equally mild. Toward the 
end of' his life he told. a friend that: 
••• during thirty-two years of' political life, he had made about 
thirteen hundred speeches that had aFpeared in print; and that, 
so far as he could remember, he had uttered but one sentence 
that he regretted, and that because of' misapprehension: it was 
in reply to Mr. LSenatot/" Benjamin of Louisiana fe. JeviJ, •vhen 
he charged him with treason to a country 11which even secured 
freedom to the race that stoned the prophets, and crucified 
the Redeemer of' the world".l 
The memory of' this unjust and personally painful reference remained with 
him for sixteen years. These exceptions to his life-long attitude of' 
tolerance are all the more &laring because of their rarity, for he was 
immovably opposed to racial or religious discrimination in any form. 
Vlhy, then, should a man who was so unprejudiced join such a narrow 
and bigoted party as the 1\.nmv Nothings? For one thing, the .American 
party in Massachusetts was not by any means the exclusivist organize.-
tion it was in other parts of' the country, and its anti-Catholicism 
was more a tendency than a program. It did apply a religious test to 
its membership, thus excluding Catholics, but as its membership brew 
its objectives were diluted, so that by 1854 it was difficult to de-
ter.mine what action, if' any, it advocated with respect to irmnigrants 
and Catholics. 2 Cn the other hand., there were prominent anti-Y.nm"l 
1- Nason & Russeli, Wilson, 412. 
2- l;!embers swore never to vote for a Catholic or an immigrant for 
office, but there is no evidence that they favored restriction 
of' im!lligration. "Ostensibly the party had acquired power to 
restrict the influence of immigrants in politics. Yet, though 
it had absolute control of' the goveril!I~ent, it failed to pass a 
single measure to that effect"- Ha.n~lin, Boston's Immigrants, 210-211. 
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Nothint;s who favored restrictions on immigration. Orates Brownson, 
for one, took a nativistic position in his writin&s, and even the arch-
foe of the Know lfothin;;;s, the Boston Pilot, favored tightening the 
laws to exclude all radicals, including those of Irish and German ex-
traction.1 In reality, membership in the Know Kothing party, by 1854 
v;as, in the majority of cases, more a manifestation of political 
escapism than of any animosity toward immigrants or Catholics. The 
public 'vas tired of politics and the slavery question and confused by 
the evident decay of the established parties, and welcomed the fatuous 
but romantic possibility of indulging in a political escapade. The 
main charse that could be levelled against the Freesoil Know Nothings 
;vas that of guilt by association with some fanatics who were indeed 
bigoted and intolerant. That, and the fact that they were members of 
a secret organization were the two stroDbest accusations that were 
made against them. 
\Vhile most of the Coalitionists who applied for admission were 
readily accepted, when Wilson sought admittance to the Ne.tick lodge, 
during l~rch, 1854, he was rejected •2 .After all, only the previous 
year he had given an address at the reception of the Irish patriot 
1- On ~rownson: Bean, "Party Tre.nsformations", 254-57. On Pilot, Ibid., 257-59. 
2- Rhodes, Hist. of u.s., II,66; Congdon, Reminiscences, 146. l:J.ann~ilson, 
46), Pierce (S'Ut'.ner, III,401) and Charles Wright ( 11 0ur Political Prac-
tice", 48) all claim that Wilson joined the order after the failure of 
the Republican Convention in ·vforcester, in the sur:uner of 1854. !Jason & 
Russell (Wilson, ll9) asserted that he joined in r..:,arch, but the state-
ment is so placed in their account that a casual reading makes it appear 
as thou6h he had joined in September. Had he in fact joined after the 
failure of the Republican movement, his action would have been much 
less subject to censure, but the unavoidable truth is that he was a 
member of the order long before all other possibilities had been ex- · 
hausted. He later tried to explain a>~.y the embar~assing episode: 
Letter of Apr. 20, 1859, quoted in Nason &: Russel~ ,ifilson, 119 n., 
and letter to \'iilliam Schouler, (July 31, 1872), bchouler i:.iSS9 l'ia.ss. 
His. Soc. The letters are entirely unsatisfactory. 
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:teeagher during which he had favored the admission of the oppressed from 
all countries, regardless of race, land, langua.ge 1 or creed, and the ex-
tension to them of all the rights of the natives.l He had repeatedly in-
sisted on this principle during the debates on the Constitution, also. 
Such a man could hardly be trusted to hew a nativistic line. :Knovling 
him as intimately as they did, the lodge members rightly suspected that 
he planned to use the organization to further the cause of antislavery. 
Undeterred by this rebuff, he applied for admission into a Boston 
chapter of the order and was received. Once more, in this case, he 
seems to have been motivated by a.mixture of politics and principle. 
On the one hand,he fores&W that the Know Nothings (the one strong party 
in this year of political chaos) stood an excellent chance of ~reeping 
the state.l On the other, the prospects were good that the Freesoilers 
and antislavery Coalitionists could so thoroughly infiltrate the party 
that it would be only a matter of time before it was metamorphosed into 
another antislavery organization.2 His calculations proved correct to 
the extent that seventy-eight percent of the Freesoilers voted the 
1- Commonwealth, Jan. 27, 1853. 
2- Hoar, lutobiog., I, 189, wrote: " ••• a. good m.a.ny Anti-Slavery men 
who thought the party feeling of the Vfuigs and Democrats was a great 
obstacle to their cause, joined the movement simply in order that 
they might get rid of the old parties, and prepare the State as with 
a subsoil plow for a new one. They had no belief in the proscrip-
tive doctrines, and were vlilling that men of foreign birth and 
Catholics should have their just rights, and expected to destroy 
the Know Nothing Party in its turn when it had destroyed \"'higgery 
and Democracy. Of these was Henry Wilson ••• u~7ilson himself later 
made the same claim.-- Slave Power, II, 419. 
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I\.now Nothing ticket in the fall elections, and "at least fifty percent 
of the Knovr IIJ"othin&s were former Coalitionists" .1 But the party was 
never converted to antislavery. 
~ilson did not feel that his membership in the Kn~r Nothing party 
precluded active participation in rival organizations and, as we have 
seen, he persisted in tryins to organize antislavery men outside of it. 
Throuc:;hout the spring and summer of 1854, he led a Jekyll and Hyde ex-
istence. ~s Jekyll, he led the antislavery men in the forlorn hope of 
stillborn Republicanism. A$ Hyde, he and his lieutenants, Anson Burlin-
game, E. L. Keyes, John L. Swift, J. W. stone and A. W. Alvord, led the 
antislavery forces within the Kncwt Nothings.2 So secret was the organi-
zation and so reticent vras he about his participation in it, that six 
months after he had joined, the official organ ?f the· party in 1[assa-
chusetts expressed doubt about his membership. 3 With his nomination 
f'or the governorship on the Republican ticket, however, a crisis had 
been reached. Experienced as he was at political tight-rope walking, 
he could not long continue to run for the highest office in the State 
with one party while actively working for the success of its most for-
midable opponent, even though his Freesoil followers were themselves 
on both sides of the fence. He reached a decision early in October and 
requested that his name be stricken from the list of Republican candidates.4 
1- Bean, 11 Party Transformations", 243, 236 n., and Appendix A, 384. 
2- Ibid.' 244. 
3- B'Os'ton Bee, Sept. 15, 1854. It said: "If the principles of the 
Know Nothin::;s (as they are called) are such as we have been led 
to believe, General 1/ilson cannot be a member." 
4- Wilson to Charles G. Davis, Boston ~~ Nov. 6, 1854. 
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The Republican state committee, disme,yed by this eleventh hour failure 
of their candidate, ribhtfully refused to act on his request. It wes 
bad enoubh to see their party faced with certain defeat without losing 
their candidate to boot. 
Wilson v~s now caught on the horns of a dilemma. By the most 
elementary standards of honor, he was bound to abandon the Know Nothings 
and lead his party through to the elections, even though he was sure they 
would lose. To add to the irony of the situation, he had supplied the 
argument that we.s to damn him by declaring, earlier in the yeer that: 
11 The .American orc;anization in Massachusetts does not embrace the question 
of slavery among; those for the regulation of which it was formed11 • 1 
Despite all this, he took the plunge. fVhile maintaining the farce 
of an official candidacy for the governorship, he began working actively 
with the Know Nothings and wa.s soon leading the movement. His decision 
to abandon the Republicans was the darkest blot on his career. As late 
as 1872, when he was running for the Vice-Presidency of the United btates, 
one of the major charges against him was that of having belonged to the 
.American party, 2 and before he died he regretfully admitted that he would 
have t;;iven ten years of his life to blot out that one transaction.3 As 
1- Letter to Vespasian Ellis, Washington editor of a Know 1-!othing paper, 
answering his inquiry about the position of the !sassachusetts order 
on slavery. i.;:uoted in Liberator, Mar. 9, 1854. 
2- Winthrop, Kemoir of R. C. Vfinthrop (Boston, Little Brovm, 1897), 280 
3- Hoar, Autobiog., I, 216. 
~~~---·------------------· .. ------------- --------~--------------- -- -~----------- ------
---- - - - - ----------- - -----
ii 
I[ -j, 
it was_, he was vel:!y fortunate that the move did not ruin his career, 
I! 
for, as George F. i!Boar wrote: 
i. 
It is a !iremarkable fact that of the ·men known to join 
the Know Notl).ing Party, no man, unless he were exceeding;ly 
yolll'lg and ob~icure when he did it, ever maintained or re-
gained public~ confidence afterward, with the exception of 
Henry Wil~on]; Anson Burlingame ·and Nathaniel P. Banks .. 
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These men aljL left it after the first year.· Wilson and 
Burlingame d~~nounced it with all the vigor at their connnand, 
and Banks le~l the forces of the Republican party to its overthrow.1 
i! 
1-
Wilson was- neithe~~ exceedingly yotmg nor obscure when he accepted this 
. '; - -
kiss of death. 0~1 the contrary, he was the party's most prominent member 
,i 
II 
in the North. Folr that very reason, his decision was sure to have ra-
il 
I' percussions. The:; fi rat was a split in Republican ranks. :Men like 
r: 
I' -- -
Charles Sumner a~~ especially Charles Allen, who had stood by him until 
:i 
now, were unwill~rg to sully their reputations by joining him. 2 
!! 
Secondly, his ra~id rise to prominence in Know Nothing; councils soon ,, 
il 
underlined the co:prlictil:lg interests of the divergent groups that com-
,, 
I! 
posed it. The pa:~ty, by this time, had become a refuge for the dia-
l! 
affected of all t:~e other parties, so that his influence was fought by 
lj. -
for.mer Websterit,[Whigs and Hunker Democrats, as well as the_ hard core 
of Old Nativists~.3 A showdown was reached when the Nominating Council 
met secretly in ~~stan, on October 18.4 When Henry J. Gardner, of 
d 
Boston, was prop~:sed for the gubernatorial nomination, a number of 
!J . 
Free Sailers obj~;cted to him on the grounds that his l:"ecord was pro-
1 
--------------~~ l- Ibid., II; 28~·· . 
2- Other pr~ne~~ anti-Know-Nothings: Charles F. Adams; Rufus Choate, 
R. c. Winthro].j!, R. H. Dana and Theodore Parker. Parker, however, 
was anti-Cathctlic. 
3_- Bean, 11Party 1~ranaf'ormations11 , 24S. 
4- Evening Telegz~aph, Oct. 19, 1854. This paper reported that Wilson 
"-absolutely" c!(eclined the Know-Nothi:cg gubernatorial nominatio.n.--Ibid. 
·, -
slavery. ~t that point Wilson made a conciliatory speech backing 
Gardner~ and with his support Gardner received the nomhation.l 
'il"ilson 1 s patent importance as a controlling factor in the party 
councils e.n~ered his Know Nothinb opponents. The Boston Knew; 
Nothing complained that: 
that class of needy adventurers, which has for some years 
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past attempted to scramble into office, and to impose upon 
the people by the false pretend of Free Soil~ and the fiction 
of anti-slavery has~ by cunning manoeuvring and adroit manage-
ment~ succeeded in hoodwinkin6 and b~boozling the good honest 
Native Americans of this state, in such a manner as to ride 
themselves into pov;er or position, without any regard to the 
ultimate result of their selfish trickery an~ mana~ement, upon 
the welfare of the cause they pretend to advocate. 
Criticism from this quarter spoke well for Wilson's efforts to con-
.vert the party to antislavery, and despite their carping, the Old 
Nativists were lucky to bet the support of the Freesoilers, for their 
numbers made victory certain and they gave the party the liberal plat-
3 form it lacked. By this time, though, Wilson was being attacked 
from all quarters. As usual,partisan papers selected him for special 
vilification, in back-handed recognition of his importance to the 
movement. Typical or the tirade was the characterization of the 
Democratic Boston ~~ which referred to his group as "selfish, 
mercenary, slimy politicians, who 'ask no questions but the price of 
votes 1 • 114 This time, however, there was at least a semblance of 
1- Ibid., 249-50. 
2- Quoted in Courier, Oct. 19, 1854. 
3- Bean, "Party Transformations", 248 and Chapter IX. R. C. Winthrop 
wrote: 11 If it be true that they have enlisted Wilson, they are not 
unlikely to become a power. He· is far too shr~rd to allow himself 
to be made a catspaw11 .-- Winthrop, llenioir of R. C. Winthrop, 168. 
4- Boston ~~ Nov. 9~ 1854. 
215 
truth in their accusations. His mania £or combinations and compromise 
had brought about the temporary decline of the very cause he professed 
to serve. In later years, had he been completely candid, he might 
have claimed as his only triumph the boast o£ Talley,r a.nd: 11 I survi"y-ed11 • 
Censure does not necessarily preclude sympathy. In the cold light 
of retrospect there is little to justify his course at this time~ but 
who can say with certainty that he would have done better under similar 
circumstances. In these times of turbulent transformations, indepen-
dent radicals like Charles Sumner, whose term still had two years to 
run, could afford to take a positive stand along altruistic lines. 
Independent conservatives like Edvmrd Everett and George Bancroft could 
temporarily retire from the scene until tr~nds became obvious. Wilson, 
however, if he hoped to continue as a force in !dassachusetts politics, 
had to dance on the political quickse~ds. Workaday politicians must 
live with the current issues. For them,the obscurity of temporary re-
tirement is often a greater curse than the onus of a faulty decision. 
Wilson chose the worse part, but fortunately for him and the antislavery 
crusade., the penalty was light and the izmnediate and ultimate results 
were remarkably satisfactory. 
In the last few weeks of the campaign of 1854, the 1Vhigs suddenly 
awoke to the seriousness of the situation. They became genuinely 
alarmed when the Know Nothing nominations became public. It was obvious 
that with the Freesoilers in virtual control of the movement, they could 
name the successor to Edward Everett, in the U. s. Senate. Julius Rock-
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well had been siven the interim appointment, but. Know Kothing success 
vrould almost assure the election of their most hated antagonist: Henry 
Wilson. They redoubled their efforts and increased the flcwt of invec-
tive a ;·ainst him.l All to no avail. 0 
The election resulted in "the most amazing political landslide in 
the history of the state" •2 William :}. Bean he.s estimat~d that' 30,000 
1~'higs, 28,000 Democrats and 23,000 Freesoilers voted for Gardner.3 
The returns showed that the "Know Nothinss had elected the Governor, 
Lieutenant-Governor, all the officers of the b~ate goverrunent, all the 
State senators, all the members of Consress, and all three hundred and 
sixty-five members of the House of Representatives except for four r:Jhigs, 
one Republican and one Democrat.4 
.As was to be expected, Wilson came in last anong the four guber-
natorial candidates, with a mere 6,500 votes out of a total of 131,000.5 
His failure was hardly a defeat. Even Edward Everett, whose political 
forecasts vrere as reme.rke.bly poor as Wilson's were accurate, now saw 
the handwri tint;; on the wall. Immediately after the election, he wrote 
' 
1- Boston Advertiser, lJov. 8, Dec. 28, 1854; Sprine:;field Republican, 
Oct. 24, :Nov. 10, 1854; l}ostcn At las, Oct. 28, 1854. 
2- .Anderson, u Slavery Issue", 111. 
3- Bean, "Party Transformationstt, 259. The r;ubernatorial vote was as 
follows: Gardner: 79,000; Vfashburn: 26,000; Beach (Dem.): 14,000; 
Wilson: 7 ,000. -- }Ierriam, Bowles, I, 125. The~:;e are round figures. 
4- Hoar, Autobiog., I, 189; Anderson, Op. Cit., 111. For a 5enera1 
review of lmcwr l:othin6 success in northern New En;;land and the l':orth-
west see Nevins Orcjeal'ef the Union, ·.II,· 344-4:5. 
5- Adams, J::assachusetts Register, 1854-1855, 251-58. Geor6e w. Smalley, 
in .anglo-..,Z\!Tlerice.n l.iemories. (:N.Y., G. P. Putnam, 1911) p.84, makes 
WilSO'iilvin the election and become Governor of 1.~ss 9_chusetts in 
l8t;4. T{l..at is the closest Wilson ever came to the position. 
l 
to r£rs. Ch~'rles Eames th~.t ·wilson would replace him in the Senate. 
In another letter to her he said: 
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There was no doubt a bargain between -~-iilson and Gardner, the 
f'ormer to be u. S. Senator. It is r..ow thought the b2rgain will 
not be r2.tified. .l:l.ockv.rell, they say, is a K.:N. and will be 
chosen. But if, as is alleged, the Freesoilers have a majority 
in the Le.;;islature, they will choose Wilson.2 
Though based, as usual, on guesswork and herrsay, Everett's estimate 
was relatively accurate. From the very start, there wcs no doubt that 
Wilson would secure the Sene.te seat. As f'or a bargain, either express-
ed or implied, it simply was not necessary. ·.nlson's election to the 
national Senate would f'ollow Kr:ow Noth5.ne;; success like nic;ht f'ollows 
d2.y. lny agreement Gardner might he.ve made for his election was ebout 
a.s necesse.ry as granting the sun perm:!ssion to set. .As for the actuo.l 
existence of' a compsct, no precise inf'o~ation on the deliberations of' 
the secret council w~ich nominated. Gardner the previous f'all is avail-
able, but it appears that the tradinc; was limited to this extent: viilsm 
indicated that he was vdlling to withdraw his nomination f'or Governor 
on the "Republican11 ticket if the Ifuow Nothin6s nominated en anti-Nebraska 
candidate. The party leaders were so pleased with his conciliate~ atti-
tude that they assured him he would be elected u. s. Senator. 3 That 
1- 4e:tett to J,irs. Chas. Earnes, (Nov. 13, 1854), (copy), Everett l1.CSS. 
:rrass. Hist. Soc. 
2- Ibid., (~To:v. 16, 1854), (copy). 
3- sta-tement of Senator Warren of' Suf'f'olk (and 8ld Nativist), printed 
in Boston Telegraph, Jan. 19, 1855. Warren cle.im.ed that this was 
the reason why he voted f'or 'Wilson. "The /Springf'ieldj Republican 
said that the nomin~:,tion was mana~;;ed by Hen~ 'Viilson and .Anson 
Burli!lbame, as part of' en arran&ement by which Yfilson was to be 
sent ~o the Senate, and Burlingame to the House". --George s. Merriam, 
The Life and Tunes of' Samuel Bowles (New York, ~he Centu~ Co. 1885), 
I, 125. R. c. Winthrop indirectly admitted that i 1ilson and his 
group had driven a hard bargain: uour K. N. lodt;;;es he.ve been con-
trolled by the most desperate sort of' Free Soil adventures. Henry 
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~Ulson ae;reed to such a proposal should not surprise us. Though 
he generally subordinated the advancement o~ individuals to the anti-
slavery cause, as in the Sumner ~i 6ht, it was ohvious that his own 
election to the Senate would be a major victor,y ~or the Freesoilers. 
Then too 1 whereas in 1850-51 he had to me.intain the antislavery party's 
reputati~n o~ disinterestedness, there was now no real antislavery 
party to protect -- and While he was trading with the devil he might 
as well pro~it ~rom itl1 He later wrote a public letter in which he 
said: " ••• I never travelled a sinble mile to secure a vote, or asked 
a sinble member o~ the Sep.ate or House to vote for me11 .2 Elven if the 
state.ment lvas literally true, it pointedly ignored the accusation that 
a bargain had been struck with the party leaders and e~orced with 
party machinery. In such a case, all that was necessary was that the 
members of the Legislature abide by the decision o~ their leaders, and 
the Know Nothing Legislature of 1855 was hardly one to jump the traces. 
In many ways the Know Nothin"" triumph was in reality a triumph o~ 
the old Coalition in disguise, and the controlling minor:i,ty was again 
the antislavery membership o~ the party.3 Thus, when the Legislature 
1Vilson and Anson Burlingeme have ruled the hour. Our Governor-elect 
had to quali~ ~or the candidacy by advocating a fusion between the 
Whigs and the Abolitionists jJ. .e. radical Freesoiler!J11 -- Winthrop 
to John P. Kennedy, (Oct. 27, 1854), Kennedy Papers, Peobody Institute. 
Quoted in Nevins, Ordeal o~ the Union, II, 343. 
1- Bean, who is rather critical o~ Wilson says: "Bargains were customary 
then as well as now. Wilson should not be condemned ~or his political 
manoeuvring."-- "Party Trans~ormations11 , 268-69. 
2- Wilson to Gilbert Pillsbury, (Natick, Mar. 10, · 1855) 1 printed in N.Y. 
Tribune and quoted in Charles Wright., Our Political Practice, Part II, 
Sec. 1, P• 50 n. See also Wilson's letter to Boston Atlas, quoted in 
Worcester Spy., l'Tov. 6, 1854. 
3- Bean, Op. Cit., 136. 
prepared to elect Everett 1 s successor, ·,;iilson 1 s name was the only 
one seriously considered.1 In the debate which preceded the first 
ballot, there were two groups that expressed opposition to his 
election. The first was composed of antislavery Know rJothings who 
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placed the party above antislavery, and the second was made up 
entirely of Old Native Americans who naturally objected to this anti-
slavery late-comer,2 but many members in both groups dared not violate 
party "regularity" .3 Vvilson was elected on the first ballot by a vote 
of 234 to 130 in the House, and by 21 to 19 in the Senate.4 
With his election an established fact, there were many who grudg-
ingly conceded that it was not a bad choice. The Boston Bee,· a Know 
Nothin6 organ that he hitherto opposed his selection, said: 
The election of General Wilson will still further tend to 
disprove the delusion -- for it is a delusion -- that because 
a man is not a supporter of slavery, he is, therefore, an 
enemy of the Union.5 
The Whig Lowell Courier admitted that, given the circumstances, he was 
the best choice,6 and the Springfield Republican went even further, 
saying: 
He does not carry with him the moral feeling of ~~ssachusetts 
as 1:x. Sumner does, though we believe he is a truer represen-
tative of its practical opinions and will prove a more effec-
tive operator in its behalf.7 
1- Ibid., 268. Bean adds: "He vre.s the logical man to be elected; he, 
probably more than any politician, was responsible for the success 
of the Know Nothint:; party."--Ibid. 
2- Ibid., 269-72. -
3- Charles T. Congdon Reminiscences, 146. 
4- Nason & Russell, Wilson, 122. 
5- ~uoted in Boston Telegraph, Jar~. 24, 1855. 
6- Quoted in Ibid., Jan. 16, 1855. 
7- Apr. 7, 18~ 
The Boston Transcript was less forgiving. Months later~ when Wilson 
spoke at the recently established series of antislavery lectures, it 
commented acidly: "The General has yet to learn that humanity is not 
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a trade and that philanthropy loses its chief grace when ruffled for 
by a huckstering politician11 • 1 But say what they would, his opponent.s 
could not reverse the decision. Wilson was elected and would soon be 
given the chance to prove his metal. He was leaving behind the petty 
machinations of local politics anq was entering the lar&er arena of 
national conflict. For years he had decried the malign influence of 
the Slave Power over the government of the United States. Now he 
would meet its representatives face to face. 
1- Apr. 7, 1855. 
.CHAPTER ELEVEN 
WILSON ENTERS . CONGRESS (1855) 
If Sumner's principles and Wilson's tact could have been 
united in one man, he would have been a statesman. 
-- G. s. Merriam, Samuel Bowles, I, 132. 
/Wilson/ was prePe.red to work out; into actual forms 
what Sumner gave out as splendid theories. 
-- Harriett Beecher Stowe, Men of Our Times, 274. 
In many ways, the Southern extremists had more reason to fear 
" 
Wilson than the fiery Sumner, for he had been thoroughly trained in 
the rough school of practical politics. While Sumner lashed out in 
bitter attacks couched in classical periods, Wilson contented him-
self with matter-of-fact speeches. Even more important, he was above 
all a clever and indefatigable organizer.l Party principles without 
party maChinery are useless. He generally left the for.mulation of 
policy to Sumner and the Seward-Weed-Greeley combination. For his 
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part, he stressed two activities. First, he met Southern bombast with 
untiring repetition of the Northern stand, followed by minute dissec-
tion and piecemeal refutation oi' their arguments. This process in-
i'uriated the Southerners. They were trained in rhetoric, not statistics. 
They were interested in "£iring the Southern heart" with flamboyant 
appeals to sectional pride. They were interested in argument, not 
1- Sumner and Wilson "were in quite different ways outstanding leaders; 
one as the powerful and polished orator, expressing more adequately 
than anyone else the moral impulses which had inspired the North; 
the other the adroit, tireless, and sagacious politician, greatly 
influencing the Senate by his shrewd counsel." -- F. H. Gillett, 
George F. HOar (Boston,.Houghton Mifflin, 1934), 29. 
proof. He sensed this and refused to play their game by replying in 
kind. Statistics -- even though juggled --are cold~ sobering stuff~ 
but they many times carry a lasting conviction which impassioned 
flights of oratory cannot engender. He limited his fight to the use. 
of statistics and a repetitious citation of the antislavery senti-
ments of the Founding Fathers. 
By the st~ndards of the day his speeches were dull_, dry state-
ments of fact (though at times clever in subtle distortion of inter-
pretation), b~t they ware effective. He used the simple vocabulary 
which a Northern laborer could understand. Harriet Beecher Stowe, 
who heard him speak in the Senate said of him: 
Wilson's impression on the Senate was not mainly that of 
an orator. His speeches were as free from the artifices of 
rhetoric as those of Lincoln, but they were distinguished for 
the weight and abundance of the practical information and the 
good sense which they contained ••• Not even John Quincy Adams 
or Charles Sumner could show a more perfect knowledge of what 
they were talking about than Henry Wilson •••• No man on the 
floor of the Senate could know more of the United States of 
America than h·e.l 
The second part of his strateby 1vas even more telling. He made 
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use of his seeminblY inexhaustible energy by going direct to the people. 
From February, 1855, when he took his seat in Congress until December 
19, 1856, a little less than two years later, he travelled over 30,000 
miles, visitin~;:; fourteen states.2 During the fb:e months of the summer 
of 1855 ~lone, he travelled 9,000 miles, visiting thirteen states.3 
1- H. B. Stowe, Men of Our Times.,..,· (Hartford.t Hartford Pub. Co., 1868), 274. 
2- Wilson "Defence of the Republican Party, Speech ••• on the President t s 
Message. In the Senate., December 19, 185611 (Wash., Buell & Blanchard., 
prs., 1857), p. 7. 
3- Mann, W1lson, 48. 
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And he was not simply a tourist! With only slight exaggeration, George 
F. Hoar describes his ordinary schedule: 
He would travel all over the State~ spendinb the day, perhaps, 
in visiting forty shops and factories in the neibhborhood of 
Boston; then take a nine or ten o'clock train at night and go 
up to_Springfield, get in there at two or three o'clock in the 
morning, call up out of bed some active politician and tell 
him he had come to sleep with him; spend the night in talking 
over the matter about which he was enxious until six or seven 
o'clock in the morning (I do not believe he ever slept muCh, 
either with anybody ol alone); and then, perhaps, up to North-
ampton or Greenfield. 
Althout;;h a tencperance advocate and a teetotaller, he was not afraid 
to invade the taverns and barrooms to get the drinker's viewpoint. 
For weeks on end,he sper:t his time makins speeches and talking with 
thousands of individuals to find out what they were thinkint;;, .so that 
by the time he ran for the Vice-Presidency, in 1872, it could be said 
with accuracy that with the possible exception of James G. Blaine, 
he was personally known by more people than aD¥ other man in the 
United states. We cannot describe his private life because he had 
none. His work was his pleasure, recreation and hobby. Almost every 
wakinf!:; hour wasfpent with the general public or with other politicians. 
Vfuen new issues arose, he generally withheld judgment until he had 
spent tvro or three exhausting weeks sampling opinion, then, after 
makins up his mind, he '!.vould strike and strike hard.2 His opponents 
in the Senate soon learned the bitter lessOn . that his antagonists in 
Eassachusetts had had driven l:Q.me to them: when Henry Wilson said that 
the people in a certain part of the country felt thus and thus about 
an issue, he was not guessing. He knew. 
1- Hoar, Autobiog., I, 218. 
2- Ibid., 217-18. 
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Though his private and inner life elude us, an anonymous con-
tempore.~ has left this flattering description of him at the tfme of 
his entry into the Senate: 
The senator frorr Massachusetts is about f'i ve feet ten inches 
high; and weighs , I should think, about a hund:red and sixty-
five pounds. He has a small hand and foot, and seems built · 
f'or agility. His complexion is florid, his hair brown, and 
his eye blue. His ample brow indicates ideality and causation; 
hi~ voice is strong and clear. Be is, on the whole, decidedly 
good-looking; and seems fearless and good~natured in the per-
formance of his senatorial duties.l 
Vihen he arrived in Washington,he was no stranger. He had already 
made repeated trips there. During the previous year, when the Ransas-
Nebraska bill vms being debated, he had sone to the Capitol to help 
unite the antislavery legislative forces.2 Soon after his arrival 
this time, he became a regular attendant at the Saturday night gatherings 
at the home of Doctor Gamaliel Bailey, editor of the antislavery National 
Era. There he met such old friends and acquaintances as Sumner, Gidding~, 
Palfrey, Horace 1~n, Robert Rantoul, S~~rd, Hale, Chase, Thomas Corwin, 
David Wilmot, Preston King, George 1N. Julian, Judge McLean, Moncure D. 
Conway and Hannibal Hamlin.3 These men fo~ed the hard core of anti-
slave~ sentiment in Congress. 
Despite his long record as an antislave~ man, his arrival in 
Vfashing;ton gave rise to excited speculation as to what his course would 
1- Nason & Russell, Vfilson, 122 n. He vvas forty-three years old at that 
time. ~ daguerrotype of him in a small group of Freesoilers, taken 
in 1850 bears out this general description, except that he seems more 
corpulent.· As for "agility'', he gave the impression of being strong, 
but hardly an athletic type. Judging by this picture, he dressed 
conservatively and well. Except f'or his mesognathiam, all other 
features were regular. 
2- Mann, Wilson, 44. 
3 .. Charle~in, Life and Times of Hannibal Hamlin, (Cambridge 
Riverside Press, 1899), 276. ' 
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be. With myopic optimism, the Know Nothing press of the ~~orth and 
of Washington 'i\sserted that he was primarily a Knovr :Nothing elected 
by Rnov; Nothings and that he would follow the party line, eschewing 
the explosive slavery argUlr:ent. Certainly, since the election of 
the previous fall he had done little to dispel the illusion. On the 
night of the election,he had been among the first to compliment Gardner 
on his victory.l As we have seen, also, at the celebration of Banks' 
election he had said he w·ould not accept foreit;;ners as "his master11 
and had later sent a letter to the Legislature deploring the political 
activities of Catholicism in the old world and the new. 
The simple fact was that from the time of the elections until the 
end of this session of Con~ress, he was not sure ~imself just what posi-
tion he would take. l-ieanwhile,· he tried to remain on good terms· vvith 
both the antislavery men and the Knmv Nothings. Such a task had been 
easy in J!.:assachusetts, where most of the Know Nothings were antislavery 
anyway. In Washington the situation was different. Regular li.r:ow lrothings, 
especially since the adoption of their Third (or "Union") Degree, the 
previous ~ovember, insisted that the party came first and antislavery 
crune second, if at all. Southern Know Eothings maintained the.t the 
two were irreconcilable, while Southern anti-1\now :Nothings claimed all 
along that Northern I\nmv Nothings were out and out Abolitionists ~-
1- s. G. Howe to Horace Eann (Boston, ~ov. 14, 1854), quoted in Laura 
E. Richards, Letters and Journals of Samuel Gridley Havre, ':II) ·40~ • 
.. J! '.:' 
way. ro sooner had he arrived in the Capital than the Know :Nothing_ 
leaders attempted to'sound him out and pressure him into adopting a 
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"safe" attitude on slavery.l He was closeted with a high Know hothing 
o££icial who went away satis£ied that he was indeed sound on the basic 
issue o£ State Rights. To make assurance doubly sure~ he then wrote 
Wilson an open letter demanding his stand on the question. A Southerner 
gives this racy description o£ the equivocal result: 
The reply was ·written, and was very full and explicit in 
proclaiming doctrines o£ State Rights~ coupled and combined with 
ill-disguised Abolitionism of the most rabid sort. Fortrwdth, 
a few of the Southern Knmv Nothing press besan to claim Wilson 
as safe and trustworthy on State Rights principles, notwith-
standing his endorsement of Burlingame; Lut the knowing ones, 
more astute than the cow~on herd, discovered a cat in the meal. 
The State Rights doctrines of Wilson sounded grateful enough; 
but the legs and claws and head and teeth of Abolitionism were 
too apparent, and they advised against meddling with Wilson. 
It turns out since, by the by, that the advocacy of state 
Rights principles as -·lain down in the Kn01.'1' Nothins baste plat-
form, has suddenly become a universal thing arr"ong the Aboli-
tionists. They are driven to assert those doctrines, as they 
construe them, as the only means of nullifying the Fugitive 
Slave Law in the £ree States.2 
In the same vmy that the antislavery men had interpreted the national 
Constitution as an antislavery document and had turned it to their 
purpose, in the early forties, so ~ow they were involving the sacro-
sanct Southern doctrine of State Rights to fight the South. Wilson 
1- :Nason & Russell, Wilson, 121, 129-30; l:Iann, Wilson, 47-48. 
2- James P. Hambleton, A biographical Sketch of Henry A. Wise, with a 
History of the Political Campaign in Virginia in 1855... (lliclu;tend, 
J. w. Ha.ndolph, 1856), 236. This article is headed by a boldface 
caption readi:n;;;: "SEl'J.t'\TOR WILS:)N, OF 1iASSACHUSETTS, STILL AS 
THORCUGH A Kl'ifOi;Y-kOTHING AS VILE AN ABOLITIONIST., AIW THE ALLEGATION 
TRAT HE I-JAS A-Al\JDONED THE ORG.AIHZATIO~! PROHOUNCED A FALSEHOOD AED 
A FORGERY • 11 This volume henceforth abbreviated: Hambleton., 
Wise. Wilson's letter, dated Feb. 19, 1855 printed in Saturday 
courant, Feb. 24, 1855. In the letter he explicitly asserted that 
he was a "higher le.wl1 man. 
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was quick to make use o£ the stratagem to gain time until he reached 
a :final decision. The Know Nothings then tried to :force his hand 
still more. The .American Organ, chief mouthpiece o£ the party in 
Washington, assured all and sundryt 
w~ :freely welcome all patriotic Americans into our ranks, 
and we only ask that they adopt and carry into practice our 
".American principles11 • and stand :firmly upon our American plat-
form. That Mr. Wilson as an "American" senator, will :faith-
fully and irmly adhere to our principles, we entertain no 
manner o£ doubt.l 
They were whistling in the dark. but they seemed to think that by 
giving him official sanction, gratitude, i:f nothing else, would keep 
him committed. Taking their cue :from their leading publication, 
most of the Know Nothing papers, North and South, assured their 
readers that they had nothing to :fear from him. Anti-Know Nothing 
and conservative newspapers on both sides o£ the :Mason-Dixon line 
were sure, however, that they knew an abolitionist when they saw one, 
and were unrelenting in their denunciations o£ him. 
He v~S.s still riding both the antislavery and Know Nothing horses 
when he took his seat in the Senate, on February 10, 1855. That Know 
Nothings were not the only ones interested in his stand is evidenced 
by a letter which Theodore Parker vrrote to him.2 In his usual blunt 
:fashion, Parker began by,telling him that he would have preferred 
the election o£ c. F. Adams or S. c. ·Phillips, because Wilson had been 
openly "seeking office with all your ¢ght." Except for that, Wilson 
was his first eh<?ice, since "you have done more than any- political man 
in Massachusetts or N. E. -- in the last ten years perhaps, cer-
1- Quoted in Hambleton, Wise, 243. No date giveth 
~- PaBker to Wilson, (Boston, Feb. 15, 1855), Wilson MSS. Lib. of Cong. 
------ -----
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!I 
tainly in the las~/ seven -- to liberalize and hwnanize the actions 
o£ the political /parties.11 Terminating his letter with £ath~rly ad-
~~ vice~ he warned W~Qson against the three greatest temptations o£ a 
q 
Senator= becoming //conceited by success; taking graft, bribes, 11mileage11 , 
. il . 
etc.; and compron9:sing his principles £or higher office. On the other 
hand, there were ~~o noble things he could do: be faithful on the 
I; 
. II 
slavery question, ;;and refuse to fight· Catholics and foreigners. In 
:I 
his . reply, Wilson!! blandly assured him that he would cherish the letter 
'I 
and reread it o.rtl~n, and that he would 11give no votes here which will 
il 
I, 1 
infringe upon the!i rights o£ all¥ man, black or 'White, native or foreign." 
[, 
i: 
Eleven days _,u'ter taking his seat, Wilson spoke .for the first time, 
li 
delivering a .few :remarks in favor of revising the tariff by raising some 
ri [; 
duties and lower~hg others.2 1t was hardly a brilliant debut. Two 
ii 
days later, he c~~tiously entered the slavery controversy for the first 
if 
time. On Friday ~~rni:ng, February 23., Senator Toucey, o£ Connecticut, 
li 
introduced a bil~; which was designed to protect federal officers and 
/i 
other individual~! engaged in executing the Fugitive Slave Act. With 
!I j, 
that, the tempor~~ry truce on the slavery question was broken. At 
d . 
.first it looked ~ls if the bill would pass without discussion. Then, 
I! 
: ~
--------------~-~ II 
1- John Weiss, Ll.fe and Correspondence o£ Theodore Parker {Boston, 
Longman,Green, l863), II, 210 contains the text of the letter. 
2- Cong. Globe, :~3 Cong. 2 sees., 861. ·The complete speech is printed 
in Cong. Globe, 33 Co)lg., 2 sess., Appendix, 371. He wanted the 
tariff question removed from politics and said that tariff changes 
should be ma~~ with business, not politics, in mind. 
" I 
,! 
lj 
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Salmon P. Chase opened up on it 1 decrying the fact that pro-slavery 
measures regularly seemed to take precedence over other meast~es. 
He was followed by his colleague, Benjamin F. Wade, who pointed out 
that despite their pious cries for peace, it was the Compromise 
Senators who continually reopened the slavery question. Stephen A. 
Douglas rose to the bait and was followed by a succession of sec-
tionalists.1 Finally, when Senator J-ones (Tenn.) assailed Northern 
antislavery Senators as 11 a little band of traitors", Vfilson took the 
floor. Thottgh he began by referring to Jones' "extraordinary language", 
it was not an impromptu speech.2 He was well aware that his position 
as the first Senator- elected by the Know l~othing; party, as well as the 
current speculation over his stand, would focus attention on him. 
Before his turn came to speak~he spied Edward L. Pierce, Sumner's friend 
and biographer, in the galleries and motioned to him to meet him in the 
lobby. There he showed Pierce his proposed speech and asked him how 
he thought it would. affect his relations witt the Know Nothings.3 He 
we_s still moving very cautiously and was reluctant to sever relations 
by making a false move. 
1- For general description of the scene, see: Wilson, Slave Power 1 II, 
453-461; Pierce, Sumner, III, 410-412, This was the only time the 
slavery question arose during this session. At the start of the 
debate Wilson interj ectad the comment: 11 I believe this bill is 
intended to enforce an U!.1-constitutional and arbitrary law, and for 
no other purpose ~hatever, and to prevent, if possible, the in-
fluences now at work in the free States for the protection of the 
liberties oftheir own citizens."-- Cong. Globe, 33 Cong., 2 Sess.,.Append., 
p. 216. This was his unvaryins cornment during; 1855 and 1856, on 
all administration bills concerning Kansas. 
2- Speech in Ibid., 237-240. 
3- Pierce, Sumner, III, 412 & n. 
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After makin;:; his preliminary observat:1on, he launched into the 
body of' the speech itself. All eyes were centered upon him in the 
expectancy that the man of mystery lvas finally about to reveal himself. 
at first he confined himself to sounding phrases and vague generalities 
about the people of the free states replacing those Senators who rnis-
represented them~ all the while reassurinb the South that the people 
of the ~orth entertained no feelings of hE).stility toward them and · 
would not interfere with slavery in the States. Then~ after lecturing 
his auditors briefly on the lessons of the last election~ he came to 
the gist of the speech: 
We believe we have the power to abolish slavery in all the 
Territories of the Union; that~ if slavery exists there~ it 
exists by the permission and sanction of the Federal Govern-
ment, and we are responsible for it. We are in favor of its 
abolition wherever we are morally or legally responsible for 
its existence. 
I believe conscientiously, that if slavery should be 
abolished by the National Government in the District of 
Columbia and in the Territories~ the Fugitive-slave Act re-
pealed, the Federal Government relieved from all connection 
with or responsibility for the existence of slavery~ these 
angry debates banished from the halls of ~ongress, and slavery 
left to the people of the states, the men of the South who 
are opposed to the existence of that institution would get 
rid of it in their own States at no distant day. I believe, 
that, if slavery is ever peacefully abolished in this country, 
-- and I certainly believe it will be, -- it must be abolished 
in this we:y. 
He concluded by telling Senator Petit (Ind.) that even if the Negro 
were basically inferior, as he claimed, ·christian, democratic America 
should educate and elevate, and not crush him. He informed him that 
in I£assachus etts, at least, they were 11 scarcely inferior to the ci ti-
zens of this proud and peerless race whose superiority we have heard 
so vauntingly proclaimed to-night by the senators from Tennessee 
{.Jone~ and Indiana /jr. Pet~11 .1 
1- COD6• &lobe 33 Cong. (2 Se~s.) Appendix p. 239. 
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Considerably more diplomatic than some of his earlier and later 
speeches, this statement represented tYilson's minimum demands. Essen-
tially, it was a Republican, not an antislavery speech, for it demanded 
non-extension of slavery and its abolition in the District of Columbia, 
but was willin6 to leave the slave States to deal with slavery within 
their borders as they saw fit. There was a considerable amount of 
statesmanship in his proposal. After all, by 1855 it should have been 
clear to an impartial observer that slavery was doomed to eventual ex-
tinction. Given the current climate of world opinion and the mounting 
feeling of moral indignation against the system, it was inconceivable 
that it should continue expanding indefinitely. 
Southern reaction to this and other similar proposals illustrates 
how inevitable a conflict ~~s becoming. With them it was no longer a 
matter of preserving the status quo. It was a matter of extending 
slavery or seeing it wither, so they rushed to the lists. Slavery 
lvas no longer an abstract evil •. It was a positive good. The Federal 
Government must not content itself with protecting slavery where it 
existed. It must. protect the slave ~tner's property in the territories 
and in the States. It must not only foster the extension of slavery 
within the limits of the United States, it must acquire new lands, 
like Mexico, Lower Calii'ornia, and especially Cuba, where half a million 
new slaves cc;>uld be secured for its labor f'orce.1 Thus, while main-
tainint;; the propaganda cliches of' 11 state Rights", the "Constitution", 
1- T. c. Smith, Parties and Slavery, 4-5, By 1856 public demands were 
even being made for the reopening of' the international slave trade.--
~., 296-97, and Nevins, Ordeal of the Union, II, 518-19. 
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and 11property11 both the North and the South had completely reversed 
their positions. Now it was the North that adopted the conservative 
policy of non-intervention, while the South insisted on the radical 
measure of protective interventionism. 
Faced with these demands, Northern neutrals could find no refuge. 
Douglas could plead for unity and timid conservatives like Edward Everett 
could quibble, but both sides were forcing the issue. By 1856,the point 
of no return had been reached. It was only a matter of time and cir-
cumstances before the Northern leaders were forced to chose between 
ceding to all Southern demands or fighting back. 
Wilson was not a man of suff,tcient stature to have his proposals 
seriously considered. His opponents were interested in hearing him 
clarify his position and that was all. Vfuile he was still speaking, 
Stephen A. Dou&las arose to question him and pin him dawn with some 
commitment more specific than a generalized constitutional interpreta-
tion. After answering Douglas, he was assailed by Senator Benjamin 
(La.), who asked him point-blank if he favored admitting a slave state and 
returning fugitive slaves. To this, he answered that Eassachusetta 
would perform all her constitutional obligations. Senators Rusk (Texas) 
Weller (Calif.) and rt.allory (Fla.) then tried their hand and again re-
ceived strongly worded but innocuous answers.1 Wilson was too clever 
and experienced in politics to let himself be cornered. 
1- Cong. Globe 33 Cong. (2 Sess.) Appendix; • 239-40. 
His hope that the speech WQuld leave his relations with the 
Knovt Nothings undisturbed, however., were blasted. He had tried to 
select a middle path, but there simply was none. The closest approach 
to neutrality would have been an endorsement of Douglas' "squatter 
sovereii;nty11 , a solution already indignantly rejected by the North. 
Reaction to his speech demonstrated how badly he had failed to please 
both sides. In the North, his ~oderate proposals did not entirely 
satisfy the antislavery men 'Who had placed him in the Senate. It is 
significant that the most notable letter of approval he received vms 
1 from former Congressman George ~shmun, hitherto damned as a doughface. 
In the South, pro-slavery fire-eaters and anti-Knmv Nothings 
rushed into print to show him up for the mad-dog Abolitionist that he 
was. Southern Knmv Nothings were especially anxious about him. As 
the acknowledged leader of the Northern wing of the party, he was in. 
a position to make or break them, since he had received the official 
approval of the national leaders. By takin& a determined stand against 
slavery, he would permit the Southern opponents of the party to fasten 
the 1nbolitionist11 tag on it, thus bringing about its ruin. This was 
especially true in the crucial State of Virginia, where, on l':~ay 24, 
1- Nason & Russe!l, Wilson, 126-27 contains the letter in full. A 
fair index of his unpopularity was the report of the Boston Trans-
cript (Wiay 5 :t 1855) that there was a :movement afoot in Western 
_Massachusetts to call for his resignation because of alleged ir-
re&ularities in his pre-election activities. On the other hand, 
his speech received the emphatic endorsement of Samuel Bowles' 
Republican, v1hich had, only the ruonth before, renounced 'Whiggery 
and adopted Republicanism. The paper said: "Never we.s the voice 
of Massachusetts so well and so bt)ldly uttered in the United States 
Senate on this question as General Wilson uttered it during the great 
debate on the bill to strengthen the Fugitive Slave law." -- Spring-
field Republican, liar. 10, 1855, quoted in Merriam, Bowles, I, 136. 
the voters would choose between a Know I~othing candidate and Henry A. 
Wise, for Governor. There the whole campaign revolved around Know 
Nothingism, and the Wise forces cited Wilson's attitude as prima facie 
evidence that I\now Nothingism was nothing more than Abolitionisnl in 
disguise. Their cas·e was strengthened by the Washinf?ton Correspondent 
of the Know Nothing Philadelphia North America, who outlined Wilson's 
demands in the following manner; 
He wishes the fugitive act repealed. 
He wishes slavery in the District of Columbia abolished. 
He wishes the Wilmot proviso established. • 
He wishes all new slave States excluded. 
He wishes all connection between the general government and 
slavery abolished. 
He vnshes agitation of slavery continued until these objects 
are accomplished. 
He understands these views to correspond with those of the Y~~r 
Nothings as a party, so far as they have taken any position on 
the question.l 
Virginia Know Nothings writhed in agony. To repudiate Wilson when he 
had the official sanction of the national party would mean severing 
relations with that body. On the other had, to accept his proposals 
was to invite sure defeat. Tmvard the end of April, they resorted to 
a desperate stratagem. They_ manufactured a newspaper report which 
they attributed to the Boston Telegraph. The article was headlined: 
"SENATOR ¥iiLSON DEl: OUNCES TEE AMERICA!~ PARTY''. · In the text they 
quoted him as callin& upon the antislavery party to: 
••• :Kill offthe American dough faces. 
~t~ be remembered by the people of Virginia that Senator 
Wilson has within the last ten days publicly proclaimed in Boston 
that the American party was perilous to the anti-slavery sentiment: 
Put this in you ~ic pipes and smoke it at your leisure, ye . 
devotees of Henry • v1ise 1 2 
1- ~uoted in Hambletonll Wise, 243. No date given. 
2- Hambleton, ~' 238.-
To this a Wise organ replied~ on May 2: 
Wilson4 the Abolitionist~ is not only still in full com-
'munion with the Order, but one o£ its chosen and most exalted 
exponents. He will meet the delegates from Virginia at the 
approaching National Convention~ and vall there maintain the 
necessity of Abolitionizing the Order., and 11taking position 
upon the antislavery platform11 • We shall see whether he 
succeeds; and we have this to say, that if the delegates from 
the Virginia Councils shall consent to sit in deliberation 
with Wilson and his Abolition colleagues from the Horth, it 
will be an insult to Judas Iscariot to call them traitors.l 
Their exultant crowing increased when they were able to quote the 
£ollowiD6 disavowal from the May 4~ issue of the Telegraph; 
' 
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Gen. Wil~on has never made any such declaration as is above attri-
buted to him., ·and the extract which is credited to the Boston 
Telegraph never appeared in this paper unti:I now.2 
The conse.q·uent defeat of the Know Nothing gubernatorial candidate 
does much to explain the ire which the Virginia delegates manifested 
toward Wilson during the I<now Nothing National Council in June. His 
attitude had not only defeated their man, it had also been a major 
factor in bringing about an early decline in the party's national 
fortunes. 
Temporary illness due to overexertion prevented Wilson from doing 
much between the time of his speech and the adjournment of Congress, 
but by the beginning of May., he was once again ready for action.3 He 
1- Ibid. Source identified only as a Wise paper. 
2- Quoted in Ibid., 238. · 
3- Vvilson to ·william Schouler1 (Natick~ Apr. 16, 1855)., Schouler MSS. 
Mass. Fist. Soc. Referring to the recent attempt of the 1~ss. 
Legislature to pass a "twenty-one year e.mendmentu barring immigrants 
from voting until that amount of time had elapsed since their landing, 
he wrote: 11 As to the amendment to the Constitution passed by the 
Senate., I have to say that I am doing all I can to kill it and I 
hope it will be defeated. Its adoption will be disgraceful to the 
party and the state. 1le have a class of fools in the party who have 
already disgraced the state and the party. 11 -- Ibid. 
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had, by that time, decided to temporise no longer. He was resolved 
that he would either convert the Y.now Nothing organization into an 
antislavery party or destroy it completely. 
On May 8, the proper moment had come. Speaking to a large mass 
meeting in the Metropolitan Theater in New York City, he began with 
the ominous words that he "owed it to the truth to speak what he knew, 
-- that the antislavery cause was in extreme peril11 • Drawing an ex-
tended contrast between the weakness and unpopularity of the movement 
in 1835 and its overwhelming strength in 1855, he told his listeners: 
Then not a sin~;;le statesman in all Anerica:, accepted its doctrines 
or defended its measures: now it had a decisive majority in the 
national House of Representatives~ and is rapidly changing the 
complexion of the American Senate. Then every State in the Union 
was arrayed against it: now it controls fifteen sovereign states 
by more than three hundred thousand popular majority... Then the 
public voice sneered at and defied it: novt it is the master of 
America, and has only to be true to itself to grasp the helm and 
guide the ship of state hereafter in her course. 
With the practiced case of the experienced speaker, he then quickly 
built up to a smashing conclusion: 
••• Novr, gentlemen, I say to you frankly, I am the last man to 
object to going into power (laughter), and especially to going 
into power over the present dynasty that is fastened upon the 
country. But I am the last man that will consent to go into 
power by ignoring or sacrificing the slavery question. If my 
voice could be heard by the whole country to-night, by the anti-
slavery men of the country to-night of all parties, I would say 
to them~ 'Resolve it, write it over your door-posts, engrave it 
on the lids of your Bibles, proclaim it at the rising of the sun 
and the going-down of. the .same, and in the broad light of noon, 
that any party in America, be that party 'Whig, Democratic, or 
American, that lifts its finger to arrest the antislavery move-
ment, to repress the antislavery sentiment, or prescribe the 
antislavery men, it surely shall begin to die (loud applause); 
it would deserve to die; it will die; and, by the blessing of 
God, I shall do what little I can to make it die.l 
1- Fason & Russell, Wilson, 132-35, quoted verbatim. 
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He repeated this speech in all parts of Jiassachusetts during the next 
few weeks.1 It definitely ~ave the answer to the question people had 
·ceen asking: he was an antislavery rr.an first and a IU!ow Eothing after-· 
v~rds. After hearing it they undoubtedly asked themselves if he was a 
Know Nothing at all. A little less than three weeks later, on l1!ay 26 
they received the answer to this question. In another widely reprinted 
speech delivered at Brattleborough, Vermont and entitled: 11 The J:losition. 
and Duty of the American Party", he bl~sted "that narrow, bigoted, in-
tolerant spiritn which discriminated against the immigrant, and gave 
his own definition of what the "Anierice.n11 party should be: 
True genuine Americanism rebukes bigotry, intolerance, and pros-
cription; reforms abuses; adopts a wise, human, and Christian 
policy tmvards all rr£n, -- a policy consistent with the idea that 
all men are created equal ••• 
Upon the grand and overshadowing question of American slavery 
The American party must take its position. If it wishes a speedy 
death and a dishonored grave, let it adopt the policy of neutrality 
upon that question, or the policy of ignoring that question. If 
that party wishes to live,; and t.o impress its policy upon the ne.tion, 
it must repudiate the sectional policy of slavery, and stand boldly 
upon the broad and national basis of freedom. It must accept the 
position that "freedom is national, and slavery is sectional". It 
must stand upon the national idea embodied in the Declaration of 
Independence, that "all men are created equal, and have an inalien-
able right to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness". It 
must accept these· words· as embracing the great central national 
idea of America, fidelity to which is national in N~v England and 
in South Carolina. It must recognize the doctrine that the Consti-
tution of the United States was made "to secure the blessing of 
liberty;" that Congress has no right to make a slave or allow 
slavery to exist outside of the slave States; and that the Federal 
Governn1ent must be relieved from all connection with and responsibi-
lity for slavery.2 
1- Ibid., 135; Barlett, l:>residential Candidates (Kew York, A. B. Burdick, 
l859L 272-73. 
2- Speech printed in Nason & Russell, Wilson, 135-37 .. 
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His declarations were hailed with rejoicing by mo.st Northern antislavery 
men. Samuel Bowles, who Was reportint:;; for Horace Greeley's New York 
Tribune~ as well as his own Springfield Republican~ backed him to the 
fullest extent~ as did t\vo other Tribune reporters, George E. Baker 
and James S. Pike. But Southern Knmv Nothings were furious •1 Edward · 
Everett confided to rullard Fillmore: II He has been intriguing at 
'Nashington to conciliate the favor of the Southern Know Nothin&' s &. 
apparently with some success~ but since his l:'eturn has delivered a 
violent freesoil lecture" •2 Wendell Phillips, president of the I~:mv 
Enbland Anti-Slavery Society seized upon the occasion of a meeting of 
that society to say: 
For the twenty years these meetings have been held in the city 
of Boston no clerg~fian, no officer of the state, no man of any 
social standing or position of influence, ha,s stood on this 
platfor.m, Henry Wilson excepted -- the first ray of light break-
ing over the mountains.3 
1- Jeter A. Isely, Horace Greeley and the Republican Party, 1853-1861 
(Princeton, Univ. Press, 1947), 116-124. 
2- Everett to President Lsiq1Fillmore,(Boston, Apr. 4, 1855), 
Everett MSStt Mass. Hist~ Soc. The letter is marked "Private". 
3- Lorenzo Sears, Wendell Phillips, Orator and Agitator (N. Y., Double-
day Page & Co.~ 1909)., l66. However, when Wilson was invited to a 
fourth of July abolitionist celebration at Framingham~ he refused 
because too busy but sent a letter deprecating mutual criticism in 
the movement. Phillips took exception to this stand. Abolitionists 
were independents, he thought, not like a political· party. ~·~ · 
167. 
CHAPTER TWELVE 
THE FOUNDING OF THE REPtJBLIC.A:N PARTY IN MASSACHUSETTS (1855) 
Mr. Henry Wilson was a man who unquestionably expected and 
intended to have his full share of what are unpleasantly 
called 11the spoils"; and when he set his heart upon any-
thing, he usually obtained it sooner or later, for his per-
sistanoy was great as well as his natural capacity for pub-
lic affairs. I never thought him particularly scrupulous, 
but I always considered him a fair man, whose word usually 
required few grains of allowance; and I have heard him twenty 
times regret that certain distinguished members of the old 
Whig party would not accept the situation •••• In old times, 
Mr. Wilson had been associated with them in politics as a 
Whig; he had fought with them many a hard battle, won or 
lost; and he did not love the Massachusetts Democrats at all, 
often as he consented to coalesce with them. 
-~ Charles Congdon, Reminiscences of a Journalist, 87-88. 
When the Massachusetts Know Nothings gathered in secret Council 
at Springfield to elect delegates to the party's National Convention, 
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Wilsonts group had the meeting well under control. There he delivered 
another address wherein he said that as far as nativism was concerned, 
he would go DO further than the proposed twenty-one year amendment. 
When A. E. Ely, of Boston, wanted to exclude all aliens from office, 
Wilson's group opposed the motion and won out:. As the meeti:Dg wore 
on, it became obvious that he wanted to convert the order into a regu-
lar antislavery party. He proposed doing away with secrecy and opening 
the doors to all comers. While these views did not prevail, the meeting 
did pass resolutions incorporating all his views on sle.very.l In essence 
1- Hambleton., Wise, 234-35. 
-
this was the same poli~ of containment which he had proposed in 
Congress and which the Republican party sponsored: Non-extension 
of slavery in the States and Territories, annulment of the Fugitive 
Slave law~ and abolition of slavery in the District of Columbia, but 
a handsoff attitude toward slavery in the Southern States. 
Wilson, Governor Gardner, J. W. Foster (president of the l~ssa­
chusetts Council), H. H. Rugg, A. A. Richmond, A. c. Carey, and u. s. 
Representative Edward Buffington were chosen to represent the State · 
at the June Convention.1 The entire prooeedings of the meeting, as 
well as the selection of delegates boded ill for the National Conven• 
tion. As for Wilson, he made no secret of the fact that he would 
either make the party connnit itself to antislavery or wreck it.2 
I 
On June 5, 1855, the National Council of the 11Americe.n11 party met 
in Philadelphia. The first ~o days were given over to organization 
and there was little dif.ficul ty. Southern Know Nothings opposed the 
seating o.f the Massachusetts delegations and, failing that, tried in 
vain to split it of£ from Wilson.3 No sooner were they seated than 
delegate Bolling of Virginia denounoed them as abolitionists and dis-
organizers who had ruined the party's chanoes in Vire;inia. He was 
especially angry with Wilson and cited his speeches to prove that he 
was an abolitionist.4 Wilson immediately rose to the defense and said 
1- Hambleton, Wise, 235. 
2- Wilson to ~heodore ParkeJ5f,{Natick, July 23, 1855), printed in 
Weiss, Theodora Parker, II, 210-211. As we have sean (Above, 
p. 235), as early as May 2, a Wise newspaper in Virginia accurately 
predicted his stand. · 
3- Bartlett, Presidential Candidates, 274-75. 
4- Wilson, Slave Power, II, 425. 
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that Massachusetts would stand upon her State rights1 While he was 
speaki:ng a Virginian threatened him with a loaded pistol.1 Faced With 
this ultima ratio of Southern fanatics# he bristled with anger and de-
clared that he was "then and there ready to meet argument with argument, 
scorn with scorn, and, if need be, blow with blow ••• " 2 Continui:pg with 
his speech he said: 
Twenty years ago, I pledged myself to liberty; and I have never 
spoken or written one word inconsistent with that pledge, and I 
never will do so to save SJ:J.Y party on earth. In public and in 
private I have freely uttered my antislavery sentiments and la-
bored to promote the antislavery cause, and I will continu~ to 
do so. You shall not proscribe antislavery principles, me~ures, 
·or men, without receiving from me the most determined and unrelent-
ing hostility. The past belongs to slavery, ~- the future to free-
dom. The past is yours, -- the .future is ours. We wish you men 
o.f the South distinctly to understand that we have the power to 
prohibit slavery in the Territories and to abolish it in the 
District of Columbia, and we mean to do it. We intend to repeal 
the Fugitive Slave Act, and we mean that Kansas shall never come 
into the Union as a slave State, -- no, never. 3 
With the issuance of this blunt ultimatum,the battle was joined, and 
raged almost day and night for e. whole week. During that time a com-
mittee on resolutions composed of one member from each State, the Dis-
trict of Columbia and the Territory of Minnesota was given the task of 
settling the question. After wrangling over the matter until the sixth 
day of the session, majority and minority reports were submitted. The 
pro-slavery majority report generally underwrote the status ~· The 
minority report, 'Written by Samuel Bowles (who was not even a member 
1- Nason & Russell, Wilson, 138. In his letter of July 23, 1855 to 
Theodore Parker (Weiss, Parker, 211-212), Wilson. wrote: "At 
Philadelphia, for eight days, I met the armed, drunken bullies of 
the Black Power without shrink:i.ng11 , but he modestly omits the in-
ciden.t in his Slave Power (II, 425). 
2- Quoted in Nason & Russell, Wilson, 138. 
3- Quoted in Wilson, Slave Pmver, II, 425. 
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of the party) was relatively mild. It merely demanded the restoration 
of the Missouri Compromise, ~nd the protection of actual settlers in 
Kansas and Nebraska, and the admission of those territories as free 
states.l 
.An attempt was made to force the majority report through without 
discussion, but Governor Gardner finally obtained the floor and warned 
the assembly that the party could not carr,y a village in Massachusetts 
with the platform.2 During the next three days the pros and cons wel"e 
presented with vehement bitterness. When the debate had reached a climax, 
Wilson rose and voiced his contempt ~or the majority platform: 
Its adoption commits the American party unconditionally to the 
policy of slavery, to the iron dominion of the black power, The 
people of the North will repudiate it,. spurn it. I here and now 
tell you to your faces that I will trample with disdain upon your 
platform. I will not support it.; I will support no man who stands 
upon it. Adopt that platform, and you array against you the noblest 
pulsations of the human heart, the holiest convictions of the human 
soul,. the profoundest ideas of the human intellect, and the attri-
butes of Almighty God. Your party will be withered by the blasting 
breath of the people•s wrath ••• 
Reject this majority platform, adopt the proposition to re-
store freedom to Kansas and Nebraska and to protect the actual 
settlers from violence and outrage, simplify your rules, make an 
open organization, banish all bigotry and intolerance from your 
ranks, place your movement in harmony with the humane progressive 
spirit of the age, and you ms.y win and retain power, and elevate 
and improve the political character of the country. Adopt this 
majority platform, commit the American movement to the slave per-
petualists and the slave propagandists, and you will go down before 
the burning indignation and withering scorn of American freem.en.3 
1- Wilson, Slave Power, II, 427.; Boston Telegraph, June 12, 1855. 
2- Wilson, op. Cit., II, 427. Wilson was especially bitter against the 
New York delegation whioh he d~nounoed as more pro-slavery than the 
South.-- Liberatol", June 12, 1S55, speech. 
3- Ibid. The section quoted above and more c~ also be found in Wilson, 
--op. Cit., II, 428-29. James Ford Rhodes (Hist. of u. s., II, 89-90) 
wrote: 11Henry Wilson led the Northern forces with address, and his 
speeches were so positive and to the point that he ~n golden opinions 
from those who, the year previous, had looked upon him merely as a 
time-server in politics". 
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There were elements of perspicacity, statesmanship and heroism, in 
this speech, that presented Wilson at his best. 
Despite a magnanimous attempt by Kenneth Raynor of North Carolina 
to eliminate the slavery question entirely from the platfor.m, the Con~ 
vention voted down his proposal and rejected the minority platfor.m by 
a vote of 92 to 51~ The majority pro-slavery platform was then adopted 
by a vote of 80 to 59.1 
Wilson's group had already foreseen the eventuality and were pre-
pared for it. On the morning of the fourteenth, he had presided over 
a meeting of fifty-seven Northern antislavery delegates.2 Reading the 
handwriting on the wall, they finally decided that when the Convention 
accepted the majority platfor.m, they would withdraw from the national 
party and issue an n Appeal to the People of the United States. 11 This 
document demanded the r~stoaation of the Missouri. CQmpromise, protec-
tion of the rights of settlers in Kansas, and Changes in naturalization 
laws. For the sake of effect, they demanded "Spiritual Freedom, a Free 
Bible, and Free Schools. 11 Had not Governor Gardner objected to being 
"abolitionized11 , their antislavery demands might have been more radical.3 
1- Wilson, Slave Power, II, 430-431. 
z- Ibid., II, 431. The members included all the delegates from Mass., 
Me"':"'"and Ohio; a majority of those from Ind., Ill., and Ver.mont; and 
a minority of those from N. H., Conn., R. I., Mich., Wis., and Iowa. 
-- Isely, Horace Greeley and the Republican Party, 122. 
3- Ibid. Text of the Appeal in Boston Atlas, June 16, 1855. 
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With the general acceptance of this moderate proposal, fifty-three 
Northern delegates signed the Appeal and a Committee of Correspondence 
was established. 
The adoption of the majority platform by the C~nvention was the 
signal for the break and the Northern antislavery bloc fol:"JDAlly with-
drew from the meeting.l Immediately thereafter, Wilson met with 
Samuel Bowles and Ezra Lincoln. Since all three of them were former 
"Whii;;s, it was easy for them to agree that the time was ripe for form-
ing a new party based on Republican principles but led by the eminent 
2 
men of the moribund Whig party. When Robert C., Winthrop was suggested 
as the leader of the movement, Wilson heartily agreed and said: 
Tell him that we antislavery men want him and his Whig friends 
to take the lead in forming a victorious Rep~blioan party in 
Massachusetts, that we are ready to make any sacrifices for the 
cause of freedom, that we will go into the ranks and work for 
victory, and that he and others may win and wear the honors of 
success.3 
' 
Despite every inducement, Winthrop and the majority of Whig leaders 
would have nothing to do with the new movement. Their die-hard con-
servatism and deep dislike for Wilson caused them to prefer a slaw 
1- For enthusiastic endorsement of the b~lt by Northern newspapers see: 
Wilson, Slave Power, II, 432-33; Bean, "Party Transformations", 302-
303. The 1-Iew York Tribune said of Wilson: "No man went into that 
council with more elements of distrust and opposition combined 
against him; no one goes out of it with such an enviable-fame, or 
such an aggregation of honor. He is worthy o£ ~ssaohusetts, and 
worthy to lead the new movement of the people of that State, which 
the result here so .fitly inaugurates • 11 -- Quoted in Bartlett,. 
Presidential Candidates, 279-280. 
2- Wilson, Slave Power, II, 433. 
3- Ibid. · 11Mr. Winthrop proved unwilling to renounce the old gods of 
Whiggism11 • --Merriam, Bowles, I, 138-39. 
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death in isolation.1 Revelatory of their attitude is the annecdote 
told by Congdon: 
Once when there was a conference of Liberal Whigs, who saw 
plainly enough that the days of Whiggery were over and who 
were anxious that there should be a new party embodying the 
n~ opinions and equal to the new occasions~ a highly re-
spectable gentlemen ••• said~ "I should like to see Mr. Henry 
Wilson~ and talk with him about this m.a.tter.u ••• Happening 
to Jmow where Mr. Wilson could at that moment be fou,ncl,, I 
took the liberty of going after him, and persuading him to 
join the company. ·But nothing came of it. Mr. Wilson talked 
in a large free way, which gave me a deep and abiding impression 
of his tact and good judgment; and the other. gentleman (of 
respectability) said in reply that he should like to have 
"some evidence of the repentance of :Mr. Wilson and his a~Q)oo. 
ciates". .After that there was hot much to be profite::...l;,;- said, 
but I did venture to ask if it was expected that the old Con-
science Whigs would stand in sheets at the Church-door, candle 
in hand, and say, "We have erred and strayed like lost sheep11 • 2 
Wilson was disappointed, though not discouraged, by the hostility of 
the Whigs and continued· his frantic efforts to form th~ new party. 3 
On June 28, the Massach~~~s Oouncil of the Know. Nothing party met at 
the Tremont Temple in Boston and sought to liberalize the party along 
the lines he had suggested by passing resolutions in favor of abolishing 
secrecy ~d reestablishing the Missouri Compromise. It voiced its ap-
proval of the bolt from.· the national party and formally severed rela-
tiona with it. It even went so far as to consider changing its ~e 
from ".American" to 11Am.erican Republican11 , but no definite action was 
taken.4 
1- Ibid. 
2- Congdon, Reminiscences, 86-88. 
3- George F. Hoar (Autobiography, I, 132) claimed that he tt seemed often 
to be in ten ple.ces at onoe. if 
4- Boston Transcript, June 28~ 29, 1855. For a good description of the 
meeting and issues see Bean, "Party Transformations," 305·310. 
All this was music to the ears of radical antislav~ry men and 
the abolitionists. Theodore Parker, who could be highly critical of 
Wilson, on occasion, wrote to him: 11 You do nobly at all places, all 
times ••••. There is a Norlh, a real North, quite visible now."1 In 
his answer, Wilson thanked him and· closed with a remarlal.ble forecast, 
which was amply fulfilled by the Sumner-irooks episode. Noting that 
the intervening sixteen months between July of 1855 and the election 
of 1856 would be crucial, he added: 
The next Congress will be the most violent o~e in our history; 
it will try our firmness. I hope our friends will. meet the 
issue bravely and if violence and bloodshed come, let us not 
falter but do our duty, even if we fall upon the floors of 
Congress.2 
When the Massachusetts State Council of the Know Nothing party 
met at Springfield, on August 7, it was inevitable that another clash 
should occur. Should the Convention adopt the changes proposed by 
the Wilsonites, the party would become Republican in everything but 
name -- presuiDing that that would not be changed also.3 The old Nativ-
ists, on the other hand were understandably loath to see their party 
subverted in this fashion. Soon after the meeting got down to the 
business o£ the day, Wilson's henchman, John W. Foster, pointed out to 
the members that practically all the free States of the North and West 
were now fusing the old anti-Democratic elemell:bs into the new Republican 
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l- Parker to Wilson, (Boston, July 7, 1855), Wilson MSS. Lib. of Congress. 
2- Wilson to Parker, (Natick, July 23, 1855), printed in Weiss, Parker, 
II, 211-212. Italics mine. The last phrase quoted was perhaps as 
much rhetorical as. it was a serious estimate. 
3- Other Wilson men: Anson Burlingame, A. w. Alvord, c. W. Slack, 
John s. Swift and John M. Stone. 
247 
party~ and that Massachusetts ran the risk o£ being isolated i£ it clung 
to the prejudices o£ !now Nothingism. In a speeoh entitled nThe Necess-
• 
ity o£ the Fusion of' Par'5ies", Wilson reiterated his sentiment that ex-
olusivist Nat~vism was irreconcilable with the theory that all men 
were created equal and add~d that the twenty-one year amendment was not 
only repudiated by all true Americans, it was also weakening the party 
of freedom in the West.1 When the Old Nativists, led by A.E.Ely and A. 
c. Carey fought his resol~tions, he made an indirect threat that if 
his platform were rejected by ~he p~y he would withdraw: 
;rishall go home, with a resolved a~ir it and iron will, determined 
to hope on and to struggle on untn I ·see the lovers o£ universal 
and impartial .freedom banded together in one organization, moved 
by one impulse ••• Whenever I see a £ormation in position to strike 
e££ective blowa £or freedom, I shall be with it in the conflict; 
whenever I see an organization in a posit~on antagonistic to free-
dom, my arm shall aid in smiting it down. · 
Thanks to the intervention o£ a moderate group which refused to embrace 
the extr~me position o£, either faction, a compromise was effected which 
produced the famous Springfield Platform. This document was divided 
into two sections, the first being Nativistic and the second antislavery. 
A perusal o£ its text reveals at once that the Wilsonites had suffered 
a defeat, for it was manii'estly more Nativist than antislavery, inolud-
ing as it did~ the detested twe~y-one year amendment plank. Although 
he had pointed out that this provision would weaken any fusion movement, 
l- Speech printed in Boston Bee, Aug. 16, 1855. This stand was consid-
erably more intransigent than the one he had adopted at a similar meet-
ing in May.of',.~th~s;,:year} .. when he was willin& to accept the twenty-one 
year amendment,which demanded 21 years' residence for full citizenship rights • 
.Anderson, n Slavery lssue11 , 142-43 mistakenly dates the meeting Sept. 
7, an error which materially affects his account of the summer's events. 
2- Speech printed in Boston Bee, Aug. 16, 1855. 
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in the eyes of Western Republicans, Wilson did not bolt.1 Despite the 
fact that the majority of the Know Nothings would aooept fusion only 
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if their party dominated2 __ and therefore corrupted -- it, he was still 
reluctant to make a clean break and build a State Republican organiza-
tion from the ground up. He preferred remaining nominally within Know 
Nothing ranks, for the time being, and working on his own to achieve 
a tusion party. 
"Fusion" was the order. of the day, during the summer of 1855. By 
this time Wilson was aware that, despite his abortive attempt of the 
previous year, Republicanism, which had secured such a fir;m foothold in 
the :northwest, stood a good chance of becoming the national antislavery 
party which he had sought for so long in vain. .As we have seen, his 
first antislavery speech in Congress and his attitude since then had 
been decidedly Republican. The nalne Republican, however 1 was obj ec-
tionable to the regular membership of the 1Vbig, Democratic and Know 
Nothing parties 1 so the antislavery leaders tactfully resorted to the 
nebulous tag of "fusion", . in the hope that they could achieve the same 
results without arousing antagonism. Their purpose was an open secret, 
however 11 and any doubts that the uninitiated might have entertained 
about it were dispelled when Samuel Bowles, c. F. Adams 11 H. L. Dawes11 
Richard He.nry Dena and three other antislavery leaders issued a call for 
a fusion meeting to take place at Chapman Hall, in Boston, on August 16. 
l~ At least as early as 1852, Wilson favored Western demands. See, for 
instance, his letter of Feb. 3, 1852, to Sumner, (Sumner MSS.), where 
he backed passage of the Iowa Land bill and said he liked the West. 
He was acutely aware, in 1855, that the new party needed the help 
of immigrants in that section. 
2- Bean, "Party Transformations" 1 310. 
This meeting was being called, they saidJ 
For the purpose~ then and there, after free and full discussion, 
and consultation, of devising the best mode of concentrating 
and giving expression to the almost universal opposition of 
Massachusetts to the repeal of the 11Great ordinance of Freedom," 
and to the more recent aggressions of the Slave power, in its 
invasion of Kansas, and the overthrow of the rights of the free 
settlers of that territory. One important question to be consid-
ered at the meeting, will be the expediency of calling a convention 
of the people of the State, without distinction of party, with 
the view of placing Massachusetts in sympathy and connection 
with the great republican /sic/ movement now in progress.l 
All the major political parties of the State sent representatives to 
this preliminary meeting. Samuel Bowles, John Goodrich and George 
Bliss came for the Whigs; Stephen 0. Phillips, R. H. Dana, Allen and 
Adams made up the Free Soil conti~ent; Wj,laon and J. W. Foster were 
on hand as Know Nothings, while George s. Boutwell represented the Demo-
orats, as well as the Know Something, a new party which was "a cross 
between the former Coalitionists and the Knmv Nothings~ 2 After the 
usual spate of speeches, during Which Wilson also addressed the meet-
ing, a resolution was adopted creating a committee of twenty-six to 
work out details for a fusion convention to take place in Worcester, on 
September 20.3 During the following week, this oommi ttee met with other 
groups of Know Nothings, Know Somethings and Free Soilers at the United 
States HOtel, in Boston, to work out details of the forthcoming Wor-
cester Oonvention.4 The main point of disagreement was over the form 
of party representation. The Know Nothings insisted that it should be 
1- Text of the call in Boston Transcript, August 14, 1855. Wilson later 
wrote that the main purpose of the meeting was to convert the Know 
Nothings to Republicanism. -- Slave Power, II, 416. 
2- Bean, "Party Transformations", 310, 314. 
3- Hear, Autobiography, I, 31, misdated the meeting August 10, but has 
a good description of it. See also: Boston Transcript, Aug. 16, 17, 
1855; Boston Journal, Aug. 16, 17, 22, 23, 30, 1855. 
4- Merriam, Bowles, I, 410-411; Bean, "Party Transformations", 314-316. 
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by appointive delegates, while the Chapman Hall committee favored a mass 
convention. It was a serious issue, £or the Knaw Nothings felt confident 
that under the delegate system they could control the meeting -- a de-
velopment which the Chapman Hall committee ~s anxious to forestall. 
the deadlock was broken by a compromise which provided for both a 
dele~ate and a mass convention. 
True to his pledge that he would 11 go into the ranks" and let 
others "win and wear the honors o£ sueoes s" 11 Wilson worked behind the 
scenes and let other less controversial antislavery leaders make the 
overt moves toward fusion. 1 Though he was on hand at almost all the 
meetings, co~erences and conventions, he proceeded in such a discreet 
manner that William s. Robinson did not believe he played a part in the 
founding of the Republican party. 2 There were others who knew better. 
E. c. Baker, the new head of the Know Nothing party in the State, 
wrote a double-edged public letter to the of'£icial organ of the party, 
·prior to the election11 in which he accused Wilson and Burlingame of' 
being the first to try wreokit~g the party• s State organizaLion by. 
proposing fusion. 3 At the same time, he tried to sow suspicion in 
Republican circles by claiming that Wilson, jealous ot the leading 
role ot Charles Allen, c. F. Adams and R. H. Dana, in the ne\'f ~pub-
lican party, had denounced them to him as men "who had broken the back 
o£ every party with which they had been connected, and would by their 
1- Bean, "Party Transformations", 323 n. 
2- :Robinson/Warrington., 542• '~,~: • 
3- ~oston ~~~ Oct. 9, 1855. Letter from Baker to Wilson. 
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presence and support curse the best party that could be for.med in 
Massachusettsn. To clinch the matter. he accused Burlingame of having 
called R. H. Dana «a damned old fogie 6 an aristocrat in politics and 
a Puseyite in religion" •1 The party press follOV'red Baker's lead in de-
nouncing Burlingame, Banks and Wils.on as traitors to the Order. 2 
Afraid as he was that his presence at the he~d of the new move-
ment would drive away conservatives who were otherwise well disposed 
toward it. Wilson remained in the background. Fo~ his part, he tried 
to persuade the radical abolitionists to forget the past and embrace 
Republicanism, and he worked hard at perfecting the par~s organiza-
, ' 
tion. 3 When the double Convention assembled in Worcester. on September 
20, he was present, as usual, but limited his public activity to a 
pre-convention speech in which he made the statement which so aptly 
summarized his controversial career thus far: 
I have acted with every political party-- I have acted against 
ever political party in this Commonwealth, and I always have 
·anaoned every po itical part whenever I have found one t at 
wou d do more to carry out my princip es. d as I have acted 
in the past so I shall act in the future.4 
When the Convexxbion was called to order, the Knov.r Nothings won a 
partial viotor,r by securing the presidency of the 'meeting for Nathaniel 
P. Banks, who was both a Know Nothing and a fusionist, but the real 
voo-t;ory went to the Republican fusionists, who succeeded in having 
their pla-t;form adopted before his election. This instrument, prepared 
by R. H. Dana, rejected the antislavery resolu1:;iol1 of the Springfield 
1- Ibid. 
2- Bean "Party Transformationstt, 323-24. 
3- Liberator, July 13, 1855. ·· 
4- Boston ;$'e, Sept. 24, 1855_, 
See, for example, Bee, Oct. 4, l855r 
.-
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ple:btorm, which called tor: the prohibition of additional slave States 
north o£ the uthirty-six thirty" line, and substituted for it the regu-
lar Republican demand that no additional slave States be admitted aey-
where. .According to this platform, antislavery was the only party test 
to be . applied to new members .1 · 
As the huge convention proceeded £rom the adoption of its platform 
to the nomination o£ candidates, it was apparent that the meeting was 
a complete success and marked the beginning of the Republican party 
in Massachusetts.2 
The gubernatorial nomination went to Julius Rockwell, the man 
the. Freesoilers had passed over to select Wilson for the Senate, at the 
beginning of the year.3 Samuel Gridley Howe, in an odd letter written 
to Theodore Parker, prior to the Col'XV'ention, was inclined to think 
things would go differently: 
I have seen Wilson •• •• He wants to be governor; he means to be. 
He says he can carry more votes by ten thousand than any other 
man; says if Rockwell were put up for Governor and he (W ) 
for Lieut.-Governor, he would run far ahead ~f Rockwell.-:! am· in-
clined to think he would, if the votes were to be taken within 
a week •••• All depends on the Know Nothings ••• their leaders are 
Free Soilish; they incline tor Wilson •••• 4 
There is no W9¥ of telling whether Howe misinterpreted idle specula-
tion as a serious bid for the nomination, or whether Wilson was really 
in e.e.rnest. We can be rather sure that, havi:cg just taken his seat 
1- For a general description of the Convention, see Anderson, "Slavery 
Issue", 148-49. Two or three thousand people attended. The party 
platform printed in Boston Transcript, Sept. 211 1855. 
2- Anderson, Op. Cit., 143. 
3- With his n'Oiliinitron, the Gardnerites bolted end held a convention 
of theit:' own, during whioh they nominated Gardner to run again. 
4- Howe to Parker, (Sept., n.d., 1855), printed in Laura E. Richards, 
Samuel Gridley Howe, II, 409-410. · 
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as u. s. Senator and with his term running through ur,til 1859, he would 
not have accepted second place on the ticket. Whether he would he,,je 
accepted the· gubernatorial nomination is a moot question. In any case 
it is academic. Rockwell was now the candidate and it behooved the 
party to work for his election. 
With Republicanism now being established as a fprce in Massa-
chusetts politics, the remnants of the whig party were given a last. 
chance to redeem themselves by joining forces with it and bringing to 
it the eminent leadership and the reputation for integrity which it 
possessed. It is a blot on their record that they refuseq to do so, 
' . 
contenting; themselves, instead with ce.rping criti~ism and continued 
snipin.:; at such old enemies as Wilson. As late as October 15, R.C. 
Winthrop wrote a spiteful and vindictive public letter to Farnham 
Plummer, Chairman of the Whig Executive Committee~ in which he pro-
fessed to see the fusion movement as merely another stratagem whereby 
Wilson hoped to make himself secure.in office by adding the noble vVhigs 
1 
to his retinue. This. type of argument was hardly worthy of a man of 
Winthrops's reputation and intelligence. 
As the elections drew near, it was obvious that it would be a con-
test between the Republicans and the Know Nothings. For all practi-
cal purposes, the Whigs had been_destroyed as a political force ever 
since the passage of the Kansas-Nebraska Act in 1854, and the 
Democrats, at least in ~~ssachusetts, had been reduced to an embar-
rassed silence by the blunderings of the Pierce administration. For 
the first time in seven years, the State was back to a two-party system. 
1- Winthrop to Plummer, (Oct. 15, l855),printed in R. c. Winthrop 
Addresses and Speeches on Various Occasions, (Boston, Little Brown 
and Co., 186'7), II, 225, 23'7 • 
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The Know Nothi~ held their Nominating Convention in Boston, on 
October 3, and again selected Gardner as their candidate. Whether Wil-
son took the trouble to resign formally from the party. prior to that 
time we do . not know, but he was not on hand for the )neeting and, as 
. 1 
seen above, was roundly denounced by the Know Nothing papers as a t:raitor. 
With the actual establishment of the Republican party, he had at last 
found the antislavery .Party which he had sought in ve,in s"inoe 1848. Ii' 
that party proved itself viable~ his long years of search.were ·over. 
For a time Republican chances appeared very good. Samuel Bowles 
wrote to H. L. Dawes: 
••• We shall ~c~ Rockwell., If not, I shall invite the foreign 
missionary society to look into Massachusetts ••• Wilson says we 
are sure to ca~ry the state. I do not. se~ how any other result 
is possible. The partisans of Gardner do not know of what they 
speak. They are stron$er now than they will be at any future 
day. The K.N 1s are all broken up •••• ~ for God's sake, stop this 
croaking and do something up in Berkshire. Eastern Massachusetts 
is winning all the la. urals. We shall beat if we will. We can 
conquer if we will deserve to. Five such ~gs as John z. Good-
rich and five such Free-soil Know-nothings as Wilson would give us 
the battle ••• 2· 
At the same time, Edward Everett was writing to Caleb Cushing, saying 
that the Know Nothing 11bubble has exploded. The more active and clever 
portion of it, under the lead of Senator Wilson LFas been7 absorbed· 
-
into the Republican (Free-Soil) ranks". 3 That Everett guessed wrong 
should come as no surprise. As for Wilson, he would have been more 
accurate had he stuck by his earlier estimate of Rockwell's weakness. 
Bowles was even farther afield in his geagraphical analysis, for as it 
turned out it was Western Massachusetts·which went strongly Republican, 
1- Above, p •. 2.26,234-35. 
2- Bowles to Dawes, (Oct. 10, 1855), printed in Merriam, Bowles, I, 169-170 .• 
3- Everett to Cushing!Boston, Oct. 11, 1865), Everett MSS. Mass. Hist. Soc. 
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while in Eastern Massachusetts only the 11 shoe towns" gave majorities 
to the new party .1 
Far from collapsing, the Know Nothing party won almost as sweep-
ing ~-.Vi<ltory aa it had the ,previous year. Rockwell did pick up thirty 
thousand votes at Gardner's expense and thus surpassed Wilson's total 
.... ,, ... 
of the previous year by thirty thousand, but this was hardly a specta-
oular showing in vi~ of the fact that in 1854 Wilson had actually 
worked for his· own defeat in backing Gardner 1 s campaign. 2 Despite the · 
best efforts of Wilson and the other antidavery leaders, Rockwell had 
merely recaptured the Free Soil vot~ which Wilson' had swung into Gard-
ner's column the year before. 
The poor showing of the Republ·icans must not be entirely ascribed 
to Rockwell's lack of popular appeal, however. More important than that 
was the fact that the electorate in Massachusetts, ~swell as the rest 
of the nation, was not yet ready to throw in its lot with a party that, 
3 
despite its protestati6ns, was sectional •. Massachusetts voters simply 
did nottrust either the pro-slavery Democratic or antislaver.y Republican 
parties, and preferred to trust to luck with the neutral Know Nothings. 
1- Bean, 11 Party Transformations It, 325, 327-33. ••:The fifties were 
strictly an anti-Boston decade" --Ibid., 381-82. On 11 shoe town$'1 , 
see Boutwell, Reminiscences, I, 11r.- . 
2- Anderson, uslavery Issue", 154, interpreted the results as a Republi-
can moral victory, but his analysis is superficial. Of a total vote 
of 136,582, Henry J. Gardner (X.N.) received 51,497, Julius Rockwell 
,("Rep."-) received 36,715, Erasmus D. Beach (Dem.) received 34,728, 
Samuel H. Walley (Whig) received 13,296.--Ma.ssachusetts Year Book and 
Business Directory {1899h 69. If the fourteenth amendment to the 
. State Constitution had not been adopted,(May 23, 1855) the election . 
would have been thrOWll once more into the Legislature. Gardner wa.s a 
minority Governor. 
3- Smith, Parties and Slavery, 136-37. 
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These last had sounded dire warnings about·f'oreigners and Catholics~ 
bef'ore going into power, but their record was remarkably good. They 
had put through a series of' badly needed ref'orms and their only nativist 
proposal was the Twenty~one Year amendment, which was not adopted until 
1859, three years af'ter the part''s f'inal def'eat. Despite all the 
sound and f'ury, the party turned out to be a conservative one which 
f'avored preserving the Union above all else. It was obvious that un-
less the Democrats and the South forced the issue still,rn.ore, the 
average Massachusetts voter would back any party that gave more than 
lip servioe to the Union. 
Yet, despite their preliminary f'ailure in 1854 and their relatively 
poor showing at the polls in 1855, Massachusetts Republicans did not 
f'ace the f'ate of their predecessors, the Freesoilers. For one thing, 
neither their national nor their state organizations would .be f'orced to 
play the role of' a third party trying to strike a balance between the 
two major parties. ln both cases they were the only alternative to 
the Democracy. Previously, the Liberty and Freesoil parties were the 
radical f'ringe, and disaffected Democrats could migrate to the Whig 
or Know Nothing parties without adding to their strength. Now, on the 
contrary, every defection in Democratic membership automatically 
\to 
counted double, since the mavericks, almost of' mecessity, joined with 
the Republicans. With the Whig party dead and the Know Nothings enter-
ing on a rapid decline, the United States wa~ beturning to its tradition-
al two-party system, leaving a bolter little choice but to turn to the 
opposition. In Massachusetts this trend was slower than in the nation, 
but with the f'i.ne.l overthrow or Know Nothingism in 1856, the stage was 
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set for a showdown betvreen the Damoorats and the Republicans. 
In summary, the Massachusetts Republicans had exactly reversed 
the situation of the Whigs in the election of 1853. They had failed 
to carry the State, but the existence of a strong and growing national 
organi~ation gave them the respite needed to organize and consolidate 
for victory. 
CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
CONGRESS IN TURMOIL (1856) 
If anyone asked at the end of 1855 what political figures 
the year had tossed into prominence, the answer was obvious: 
they were Lyman Trumbull, Salmon P. Chase, Henry Wilson, 
and Henry A. Wise. Three of the four were Republicans. · 
-- Allan Nevins, Ordeal of the Union, !I, 403. 
The State elections of 1855 had been, after all, nothing more 
then a preliminary test of strength for the nascettb Republican _party 
of' Massachusetts. Wilson, Sumner, and the other Republican leaders 
would have welcomed a victory in that contest, of course, but they 
were naturally more interested in the party's national welfare. 
At the end of the year, the canvass for Republican Presidential 
nominees for 1856, got under way. Joseph Palmer, a "wealthy banker 
friend" of John c. Fremont, came East and "urged Banks, Henry Wilson 
and others to back Fremont as the strongest man the e.nti-Nebraske.ns 
could locate.11 l By Christmas-time a boom was under we:y for the 
Pathfinder, with Banks and Francis P. Blair, Sr., as his most active 
agents, and Henry Wilson tagging cautiously along.2 
Meanwhile 1 there was much work of' e. d:t.fferent nature to perform.. 
With the opening o.f the first session of' the Thirty-fourth Congress, 
in December, 1855, a series of partisan and sectional clashes oc-
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1- Isely, Horace Greele,r and the Republican Party, 162. See also, 
Allan Nevins, Fremont, Piithi'irider of: the West (New York, D. Appleton-
Centur.y, 1939), 423-427. 
2- Ibid •. 
ourred which eventually led to the bloody climax_of the Sumner-
Brooks episode and marked this session as the most violent of the 
decade before the· Civil War. In a manner ty-pical of election years, 
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when the control o_f the entire gover:mn.ent of the United States is at 
stake1 the usual political courtesies were cast aside and revealed 
the bitter hatred that was tearing the nation aparl. 
No s_ooner had Congress assembled than the· House of Representatives 
became deadlocked over the election o£ a Speaker. By the time it 
was over, three months later, the superficial unity of' the ".Americantt 
party had been destroyed and that organization was well on its way 
down the short, steep road to extinction. The struggle occurred as 
a result of the nomination of Nathaniel P. Banks, the Know Nothing-
Republican who had presided over the Worcester Fusion Convention. 
For a variety of reasons, Wilson was deeply interested in securing his 
election. He and Banks both had the same party affiliations, they 
had worked together for years, and above all, Banks• election would 
be interpreted as a Republican triumph.l This year, for the first 
time, the North had a olearout majority over the South, in the House, 
and could have its way if it. voted as a unit. After nine weeks of 
debate and 132 ballots, the plurality rule was adopted, and on the 
next ballot, Banks We.s elected. When the climax was reached, during 
an all-night session, Wilson was very much in evidence, marshalling 
those Representatives who favored Banks and enoouragi:tJg them to stand firm. 2 
1- A• w. Crandall, The Early History of the Republican Party, 1854-1856 
{Boston, Richard G. Badger, 1930), 5S. See also, Frederick H. Harrington, 
ttThe First Northern Victory.tt Journal o£ Southern Hist., V, 186-205. 
2- Ben Perley Poore, Perley's Reminiscences of 60 Years (Philadelphia, 
Hubbard, 1886), I, 448. Poore mistakenly places the Banks speakership 
fight in 1855. 
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While the Senate v~s organizing its schedule of business, Wilson 
seized the opportunity to present, on January 3, 18561 a resolution 
demanding that President Pierce send to the Senate: tt ••• all iDf'ormation 
in the possession of the Executive" on Kansas, and explain, at the same 
time, why the border raids of the Missouri ruffians had not been 
prevented, especially if government agents were involved.l The re-
solution came up for routine consideration on February 14, but was 
postponed until the next day, when it was once more postponed and 
was finally brought up for consideration on February 18.2 This last 
time, Wilson was ready to fight for its adoption, when one of the 
Senators interrupted htm at _the start of his speech to announce that 
Pierce had sent a message covering that very question, and that it 
was due momentarily. 3 
In the meantime, Wilson had made his first major speech of the 
session on a subject only remotely connected with slavery~ A debate 
had arisen on a motion to refer to the Committee on Foreign Relations 
the letter of Lord John Russell, respecting the construction of the 
Clayton-Bulwer Treaty of 1850.4 It was another one of those recurrent 
petty crises that plagued Anglo-American relations and gave platform 
patriots a chance to wave the flag and twist the lion's tail. Wilson's 
idol, William H. Seward, was all for calling England•s supposed bluff 
and risking war. On February 12, Wilson aired his views on the problem 
in a speech entitled; 11 The Central American Questio~.n5 
1- Test of the res.olution in Cong. Globe, 34 Cong., l sess., 136. 
2- Ibid., 415-416, 433. 
3- Ibid., 433. 
4- Cong. Globe, 34 Cong., 1 sass., Appendix, 84 ff. 
5- Ibid., 84-87. 
-
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At the every outset~ he dBrided predictions of war. Pierce 
and .Lord Palmerston, he said~ would not dare involve England and· 
the United Qtates in armed conflict. As proof of the fact that the 
war scare was spurious, he po~nted out the the oceanic carrying trade, 
us~ally so sensitive to international disturbances, was not alarmed. 
This whole altercation was merely an administrs.tion subterfuge de-
si~ned to draw the people's attention away from the disturbances in K~s, 
he claimed. Thus far he had said nothing unexpected, but he widened 
the scope of discussion by reviewingthewhole subject of extraterrit-
orial relations and made some very surprising ste.tements. Taking 
the stand that the Treaty was vague and ambiguous on the subject of 
England's right over the Mosquito Coast and adjacent islands, he 
advised scrapping it and ~Bturning to the Status·Quo of 1850. Then 
he went further -- much further. Citing Canada as an example, he 
argued that we got along well with British colonies and stated flat-
. . . 
ly that he didn •t ce.re if England took over the whole of Central 
America, since it would only lead, eventually, to a 11 North .American 
Confederacy of free Connnomrealths" t As for the Monroe Doctrine, 
which was designed to prevent just such a move, he emphasized that it 
had never received Congressional sanction (though he would vote for it 
if submitted L and continued: "I think the less of our statesmen at home 
and diplomatists abroad say about it, in dealing with international 
questions, the better,n Fj_s position was both diplomatically naive 
and remarkable moderate for a perjod characterized by wild 
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a~sertions of Manifest Destiny. There was method in his moderation 
however, for eg~in he feared that territorial acquisition (especially 
south of the Border) would be but a prelude to renewed agitation for 
the extension of slavery. Arter cautioning the Senate that the Unite4 
States must never promise not to annex territory, he ended by saying 
that he would never vote to admit territories with slavery, but that 
he would favor the adnli. ssion of free territory if both the North and 
the South desired annexation. 
Certain passages of his speech seemed to reflact critically on 
Clayton's negotiat:io n of the original treaty. When· John J. Crittenden 
and Clayton himself demanded an explanation, Wilson replied that no 
such imputation was expressed o; intended. 1 
Of much greater immediate interest and importance was his very 
long speech on 11 Kansas Af'fairs 11 delivered on February 18 nnd 19.2 On 
this occasion,he did not need to resort to indirection,but rather 
struck at the heart of the sl~very controversy. This discussion of 
incidents in i'.ansas was hi s specialty, for here he we.s not deal-
ing with themries and generalizations, but with facts and actual devel-
opments. Republican leaders were so impressed with the speech that : 
they had it printed in leaflet for.m. It went through three editions 
and almost 200,000 copies were circulated in the North.3 
The occasion which elicited the speech was President Pierce's 
1- Cong. Globe, 34 Cong., 1 seas., 468, 471, and Appendix, 436. 
2- Cong. Globe, 34 Cong., l seas., Appendix, 89-95. 
3- Bartlett, Presidential Candidates, 284. 
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transmission of the Secretary of State's report on Kansas to the Senate. 
The report was an elaborate attempt to defend administration b'Ullgling 
and Southern aggression in the Territory, and place the blame for the 
consequent violence and bloodshed on the Northern immigrants.l Wilson's 
reaction to this cynical perversion of the truth was suoh that he made 
one of the strongest (and best) efforts of his career. It was a fight-
ing speech all the way through. 
Describit~g Pierce's message as containing "stupendous misrepresenta-
tiona" carrying 11a gigantic falsehood to the .American people.," he took 
advantage of Senator Toucey1s demand for facts and said: 11Sir he shall 
have his facts •••• All knowledge, sir., of affairs in Kansas is not in the 
keeping of the Executive and his Senator from Connecticut." Claiming 
that he could prove before any investigating committee that the Kansas 
Correspondence "utterly and totally" misstated and misrepresented the 
state of affairs in Kansas, he oited as a specific example the refe~ences 
to the Emigrant Aid Society and Senator Geyer's sUbsequent attack upon 
it, and defended it in these unqualified terms: 
Standing here, sir, before the Senate and the country, I challenge 
the Senator from Missouri, or any other Senator, to furniSh to the 
Senate one tact, one authenticated fact, to show that the emigrant 
aid society has perfor.med a~ illegal act., any act inconsistent with 
the obligations of patriotism, morality or religion •••• I defy the 
Senator from :Missouri, the Senator from Connecticut, or the Chief 
Magistrate at the other end of the avenue, to show here or else-
where., that the emigrant aid society ever violated a law of the 
country, or perfor.med an act which could not receive the sanc-
tion of the laws of God and ma.n.2 
1- For an accurate ge:Q.eral review and impartial evaluation of events in 
Kansas, see Nevins, Ordeal of the Union., II, Chapters ix., xii, xiii. 
2- Cong. Globe, 34 Cong., 1 seas., Appendix, 90. 
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As an antidote to Pierce's message~ Wilson gave his own version 
of the recent history of Kansas. Starting with the passage of the 
Kansas-Nebraska Bill in 1854, he reviewed in statistical detail the 
events that led to the Topeka Convention of October 23~ 1855 and the 
subsequent election of both a Southern. and a Northern territorial dele-
gate to Congress. He cited population fi&ures and election returns to 
demonstrate how "Border ruffians;• organized in Blue Lodges had invaded 
the territory on March 30~ 1855~ and by means of fraud~ intimidation 
and shameless stuffing of the ballot boxes~ had elected an overwhelming-
ly Southern legislature which then coerced Governor Andrew• E. Reeder 
into recognizing most of the elections es ve~id and then promptly un-
seated the seven free state men who had been duly elected. Hot con-
tent with this victor,y~ he said, they had enacted the infamous slave 
code of Mississippi. He showed how if one as much as printed or 
circulated the statement of President Pierce, made in the New Hampshire 
Constitutional Convention of 1851 ~ (ttVlhet one thing; is there connected 
with slavery that is not obnoxious~f)he would be subject to five years 
inprisonment, under this code of laws. An individual would be subject 
to the· same jeopardy for circulating former statements of CEtleb Cushing 
I c·d;ure> .~·:~'}··::; 
or :i:~r::::~: Benjamin F. Hallett's resolutions adopted by the/Democratic State 
Convention of 1849, he said. 
Faced with such grossly iliegal procedures and such inhuman statutes, 
it was only natural, he contended, for the free state men to organize 
a separate Convention at Topeka and write their own Constitution. The~ 
had been forced to such extremes by the half-hearted and ineffectual 
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measures adopted by the President. 
Not all his auditors enjoyed the speech. Governor Henry A. Wise, 
of Virginia, whose election the previous year had in part been brought 
about by Wilson's antislavery speeches, wrote to Edward Everett: 
Yesterday in the Senate, I sat through Mr. Wilson's 
hara:nge upon the Kansas Correspondence. It was a severe 
infliction to those who were obliged to listen to it. Mr. 
Wilson has a projecting under lip, which gives a very coarse 
expression to his face. He repeats himself constantly; his 
language is disjointed a.nd ungraceful, and altogether he seem-
ed to me the least attractive speaker I hEVe ever heard in the 
Senate.l 
Everett replied by paraphrasing a previous estimate of Wilson: 
••• You speak of Mr. Wil~on•s speech. He is a man of a good 
deal of native power but he has made his way principally by 
audacity. Till 1848 he was a Webster Whig, much devoted per-
sonally to Mr. w. ;Webster/. In that year, seeing the free-soil 
current gaining strength, he joined it; and entered in due time into 
the Coalition with the democrats /sic/ 'Which sent Mr. Sumner to 
the Senate. In 1854 Free soilism alone would not have chosen a 
Senator & the democrats /sic/ had repudiated the Coalition. 
Mr. Wilson accordingly went into the K. Nothing organization 
and got the Seat. This year, finding that boat leaky, he 
took passage in the 11Blaok Republicen11 • His course has been 
precisely that of Mr. Banks, except that Mr. Banks started a 
democrat /sic/ ;z · . ·· . 
Wilson's ~peach might have occasioned a full-scale debate on 
Kansas and slavery, but neither the supporters of the administration 
nor the Republicans were prepared. Instead, the Secretary of State's 
report was referred to the Senate Committee on Territories and both 
sides began preparations for the inevitable clash. 
On February 22, 1856, the Republican state Committees of Ohio, 
Massachusetts, Pennsylvania, Vermont and Wisconsin met in Pittsburgh 
to organize and prepare for the first Republican National Convention, 
1- Wise to Everett, ~ashington, Feb 20, 1856), Everett MSS. Mass. Hist. Soc. 
2- Everett to Wise, (Feb: 23, 1856), Everett MSS. Mass. Hist. Soc. 
See also Everett's letter to ''Pres." Fillmore (Boston, Apr. 4, 1855), 
in the same collection. 
scheduled to take place on June 17. Although Wilson was absent from 
Washington for a week or more~ at this time~ lthere i.s no·. evidence that 
he participated actively in the deliberations of the meeting, though 
he may have attended as an observer. 
On March 12, shortly after he had returned to his seat, Stephen A. 
2SS 
Douglas, Chairman of the Committee on Territories~submitted to the Senate 
a majority report which completely exonerated th~ territorial legis-
lature of Kansas and denounced the Topeka Convention as an illegal 
organization, and laid the blame for all disorders at the door of 
the Emigrant Aid Societies.2 Senator Jacob Collamer~ of Vermont, 
presented the minority report, which attributed the disorders to 
the Missouri invaders and gave the free State leaders a clean bill 
of health.3 This gave rise to the debate that culminated in the most 
disgraceful episode in the history of Congress: the attack on Sumner. 
The debate itself was not initiated until March 17, when Douglas 
introduced an Enabling Act authorizing the territorial legislature 
of Kansas to provide for the election of a Constitutional Convention. 
As was his custom, he took the offensive and severely criticized 
the role of Governor Reeder, the free State men and the Emigrant 
Aid Societies.4 This time, however, the Republicans were ready and 
waiting for him. ~nrlle none of them individually could match him 
as a fighter, there were more of them.. Hale, Sumner, Seward and i'lade 
1- Cong. Globe, 34 Cong., 1 sess., Appendix, 382. 
2- Smith, Parties and Slavery, 151-152. 
3- Ibid. 
4- Cong. Globe, 34 Cong., 1 sess., 639. 
took up the gauntlet and were followed by the newer Senators: Lyman 
Trumbull of Illinois, James Harlan of Iowa, and Henry "iffilson. 
Wilson had to wait until April 14, before he could have his say, 
but his speech vres so direct and forceful that even before he had 
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finished speaking, m~bers of the House had subscribed to a fund to 
distribute ten thousand copies of it and Southerners were making threats 
of personal violence against him.1 And yet it was neither brilliant 
nor well ordered. In fact, the casual reader might well wonder why it 
stirred up such intense hatred in the Southerners, until he realizes 
that it spotlighted the political weakness they feared most. Wilson 
bluntly warned them that aggressive tactics and a ruthless use of the 
party whip might force this bill through, but the final victory be-
longed to the party that won the elections. That was the lesson that 
he had learned as early as 1841. It had been the key to his success. 
In a much larger and more important sense, nov~ it was the explanation 
of the political failure of the Southern leaders. VVhether they recog-
nized ihd admitted it or not, it lvas the paradox that from 1850 on-
ward turned their every legislative ~ictory into a defeat -- and the 
greater the nvictory", the greater the defeat. Every time they secured 
the enactment of a pro-slavery measure they lost the sympathy of another 
group o:f l~orthern neutrals and hastened the arrival of the day when they 
would lose even their cherished veto power. 
1- Speech in Cong. Globe, .34 Cong., l sess., Appendix,pp. 390-95. On 
subscription to speech and Southern threats, see Rhodes, Hist. o:f U. s., 
1~30-131. 
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This was the underlying thesis of his speech, but it was not 
directly expressed and it was so thoroughly intermixed with refuta-
tiona of Douglas• argument, impromptu answers to his interrupters, 
descriptions of the complex developments in Kansas, and extraneous 
material as almost to defy summarization. 
He began on the defensive. It was true, he admitted, that the 
free state men gathered· in the Topeka Convention had drawn up a referen-
dum prohibiting the entrance into the territory of all Negroes, whether 
free or slave, and had submitted it to the voters along with their pro-
posed. Constitubion.l . He pointed out that this was to be merely an in-
struction binding on the first Legislature, and that he himself did not 
favor exclusion. He hastened to add his usual qualification that 
although he and his group were immovably opposed to the extension of 
slavery and any connection of the national government with it, they 
did not propose to abolish it in the states where it existed. Douglas 
had denounced this stand as abolitionist. Wilson replied that he was 
ready to let the people choose between "Black Republicans" and "Border 
Ruffian Democracy." 
Turning next to the question of the recent petition of the Topeka 
Convention for the admission of Kansas under the Topeka Constitution, 
he declared that he would vote to receive it •. Admitting that the 
1- For details, see Smith, F.arties and Slavery, 131-132. 
petition had been so poorly drawn up that it had to be modifi~d in 
Washington, he stated t~at no fraud had been intended or perpetrated. 
Repeating the familiar accusation that Douglas had been one of the 
strongest supporters of the Missouri Compromise until 1854, he turned 
to him and flatly stated that he had been a mere pawn in the hands 
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of David R. Atchison, a Southern firebrand and one of the Border Ruffian 
leaders. In th~ summer of 1853, he said, Atchison was in Missouri help-
ing to form the secret "Blue Lodges", and in December of the same year, 
he had approached Douglas with a proposal to abrogate the Missouri Com-
promise so that the South might secure Kansas as a new slave State, and 
Douglas followed hissuggestion.l As we shall see later, though 
Douglas flatly denied the accusation, Wilson repeated it and went into 
greater detail on the subject. 
Attributing; to lbuglas the. indiscr~et threat that he "intended to 
subdue" the Republicans, Wilson accepted it as en issue for the campaign 
of 1856. Even though engaged at this moment in the most serious pass-
age of his speech, he showed a saving sense of humor in turning aside 
one of Douglas t barbs: 
I tell the Senator that this talk about subduing us and 
conquering us will not do. Gentlemen, you cannot do it. 
You may vote us down, but we shall live to fight another 
day./Laughter/. . 
Mr. Douglas.--
11He who fights and runs away 
May live to fight another day I 11 
1- He based his charge on Atchison's unsubstantiated boast, made in 
Atchison, Kansas, printed in St. Louis newspapers and never denied 
by Atchison. -- Cong. Globe, 34 Cong., 1 sass., Appendix, 391. 
Mr. Wilson.-- We shall not run away to live; we shall live 
to run./tiughter.fl 
This riposte restored order and Wilson returned immediately to the 
serious subject under discussion. After .:challen&ing Douglas to 
run on the pro-slavery Democratic platfor.m1 he outlined Republican 
strategy: 
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Now, I will tell you ·what we intend to do • We shall stand 
here and vote to defeat the bill reported by the Senator from 
Illinois, because we believe, by the provisions of that bill, 
Kansas oan be and will be invaded and conquered. We shall vote 
for the admission of this /the Topeka/ petition, for the admis-
sion of all petitions, from the people of Kansas; we shall vote for 
the admission of Kansas into this Union as a free State; i£ we 
fail, if you vote us down, we shall go to the country .With that 
issue. We shall appeal to the people ~ to the toiling millions 
whose heritage is in peril, to come to the rescue of the people 
of Kansas, struggling to preserve their sacred rights. Madness 
~y rule the hour, the Black Power now enthroned in the National 
Government may prolon~ for another Olympiad its waning influence, 
but we shall ultimately rescue the republic from the ~atural 
rule of a slaveholding aristocracy. Before the ris~ spirit 
of liberty this domination will go down.2 
This remarkably candid estimate of party and sectional strength revealed 
once again his frankness and perspicacity in political affairs. Even 
in an election year he was willing to concede that his party would suffer 
defeat, but he insisted that the young and still poorly organized Repub-
lican party would welcome with confidence the. contest of 1860.3 Paraphras-
ing a passage from his speech in the Metropolitan Theater, in M~, 1855, 
he contrasted the weak position of antislavery men twenty-five years before 
1- Ibid., 391. 
2- Ibid. 
3- Jiiile's Ford Rhodes wrote: "The confidence which Wilson had in the 
ultimate and complete triumph of the RepUblican party is remarkable," 
and significantly adds, "The cause o£ right. he believed, would in 
the end prove the cause of profit." -!!"' Hist •. o£ th$ u. s., II, 96-97. 
He adds that besides the standard contemporary acco.unts, 11other 
authorities which I cannot now name, have helped m~ to this estimate 
of Wilson." -- Ibid. · 
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and their growing strength in_l856 and predicted that the Republicans 
would yet control the ~enate, the House and the Presidency. In closing, 
he warned Douglas and the other Senators that they had better avoid us-
ing such epithets as "Black Republicans" and 11 Abolition agitators11 , or 
they might 11find that it is a game that two can play at .. " 
No sooner had he finished than Douglas was on his feet. He called 
the stor,y that Atchison had engineered the Kansas-Nebraska Bill "a vile 
Abolitionist libeltt and a 11f'oul slander", and for good measure, denied 
the other rumor that Senator Toombs had forced his hand. He insisted 
that he and he alone was responsible for the Bill. As for his alleged 
threat to "subduefl the Republicans, he accused W1lson -- with seeming 
justice -- of twisting his words so that they could be published for 
campaign purposes. His exact wording, he said, had been: 11We will 
reduce you to sUbjection to the Constitution and the lawa."1 It is 
significant that Wilson did not repeat the charge and that Douglas' 
correction did not appear in the leaflet reprint of' his speech.2 
When Douglas had finished speaking, Wilson again took the floor.3 
He insisted that Atchison himself had claimed sponsorship of the Bill 
and cited a speech he had made in Kansas, which was later printed in 
the Parkville (Missouri) Luminary,to prove the point. 4 According to this 
version, Atchison had expressed a desire to resign the presidency of the 
Senate and become Chairman of the ferritorial Committee so that he might in-
troduce a bill of this nature, but Douglas had told him to wait twenty-four 
1- Douglas' speech in Cong. Globe, 34,Cong • ., 1 sass., Appendix, 391-92. 
2- "Speech of the Hon. Henry Wilson, ')f Massachusetts, in the Senate of 
the United States, April 14, 1856, in Reply to Mr. Douglas, on the 
Subject of the Petition of' the Kansas Legislature •••• "{Washington, 
Buell and Blanchard, 1856). 
3- Text of' Wilson's reply in Cong. Globe, 34 Cong., 1 sass., Appendix, 392-393. 
4- The article is reprinted in Evening Telegraph,·· Oct. 10, 1854. 
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hours before acting and had meanwhile introduced his Bill. ~ 1hether 
he kne1.v it or not, Wilson was in error, in this oase. Wb.ile Jtt;chison 
had made some wild boasts about the matter when he had gone to the 
Missouri-Kansas border, Wilson was too experienced to accept such 
unsubstantiated claims at face value. 1 In this instance,he seems 
to have resorted to a rather cheap political trick to alienate the 
South from Douglas. If such were his purpose, it can be said in his 
favor that these tactics were highly exception with him. 
The next point he made_ was really telling because it had the merit 
of being piquant and all too true. In his reply to Wilson, .uouglas had 
referred sarcestically to 1~ssachusetts• attempts to grant equal rights 
to whites and Negroes and had said: 
If you wish your blood and that of the African mingled in the 
same channel, we trust that you will keep at a respectful distance 
from us, and not try to force that on us as one of your~omestic 
institutions. ~Laughter, and applause in the galleries~~ 
To this, Wilson replied: 
Let me tell tha honorable Senator from Illinois, that these 
taunts· so often flung out about the equalify of.' races, about 
amalgamation, and the mingling of blood, are the emanations 
of low and vulgar minds. These taunts usually come from men 
with the odor of amalgamation upon them.; .ttiaughter~ 
To anyone familiar with the prevalence of mulattos, quadrooms and octo-
roons in the South, the implications of this comment were not lost. 
1- Sen. Husk (Tex. L while correcting Wilson admitted that .Atchison had 
made a speech which had been reported in the newspapers. -- Ibid. 393. 
On the other hand, ·Wilson does r:ot ment.'on Atchison's name iil'C'Onnect-
ion with the introduction of the ~ill and refers to it explicitly as 
Douglas•s Bill. -- Slave Power_, II, 378-405 and esp. 393. 
2- Cong. Globe, 54 ebng.; i sass., Appendix, 391. 
3. Ibid., 393. Nevins (Ordeal of the Union, I:, 508 n.) gives a differ-
ent wording and dates the speech April 21, 1856; but this is the 
original wording. 
1£assachusetts_, he continued, was proud of' the f'act that she granted 
equality to all men. As f'or the tag "Abolitionist" .. he did not re·-
ject it, since it placed him in the same class as Washington, John 
l.{.uincy .Adam_, Jef'f'erson_, Benjamin Franklil"', John Jay~: and other 
Founding Fathers vrho had been as rabidly "abolitionist" as any 
Republican. This argument was hackneyed, but it was still ef'f'ective 
in the North and ~Wilson never tired of' repeating it. He f'ollowed it 
with another assertion the.t came to have e. f'amiliar ring: the.t the 
Republican party was not e. sectional party, that all it demanded 
was that the South should keep its 11 peculiar institution" to it-
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self' and not seek to spreed it in the territories of' the United States. 
In conclusion.,he dismissed as "idle threats" the repeated assertions 
the.t a Republican triumph in the f'all elections would result in dis-
union, stating that f'or the South, secession was tantamount to an 
invitation of' a slave insurrection.1 
Af'ter this exchange, the Senatorial slavery debate was continued 
under condition of' mounting tensi n and hatred until, on 1.1e.y 19 and 20, 
Charles S1.m1ner~ 11 the best hated man" in the Senate delivered his f'amous 
1- Ever since the Nat Turner ·uprising in-1831, this possibility had 
been a South~rn nightmare. Wilson was hitting an extremely 
sensitive spot, with his comment. The Topeka petition, incidentally, 
was rejected by a vote of' 30 to 11, in the Senate. -- Gong. Globe_, 
34 Con&., 1 sess., Appendix, 394. 
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"Crime agains Kansas 11 philippic. Two days later, when Brooks 
caned him in the Senete Chamber, Wilson was not present. At that 
mement he was visiting; :Nathaniel P. Banks in the Speaker's room. 
As soon as the n,ew.;; reached him, he hurried to the Senate and helped 
carry Sumner back to his (Sumner's) 1 room. On arriving there, Sumner, 
whose symptoms were at first deceivingly mild, told him that he planned 
to reenter the slavery contest as soon as he could return to his seat~ 
For both political and medical reasons, however, he did not e.ctively 
resume his seat until December, 1859. Thus during three difficult 
years, Wilson had to carry on as the lone representative of Massachu-
setts in the U. S. Senate. 
On the night of the attack, the Republican members of Congress 
gathered at Seward's house and agreed the,t Wilson should be the one 
to speak out against the attack. 3 
The Bay after the attack was a tense one, and many Congressmen 
came to their seats armed-. It was expected that Wilson and other Re-
publicans would lash out against Brooks and that bloodshed would result. 
Instead, Wilson was the only speaker and he limited himself to a recita-
tion of the bare facts for the record.4 After he had finished, Seward 
1- Nason & Russell, Wilson, 187; :Mann, Wilson, 69. 
2- Storey, Sumner, 148• 
3- Wilson, Sle.ve Power, II, 482-83; storey, Sumner, 149 
4- Cong. Globe, 34 Cong., 1 sess., 1279. At the conclusion of his remarks, 
Wilson invited a motion for a committee of investigation, but when 
no one spoke up and the president proceeded to initate other business 
Seward made his motion. 
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moved the appointment of a special committee of investi6ation. His 
request was Granted~ but no Republican vms ne..med to it~ e.lthou;;h ~umner 
himself and one fifth of the Senators v;ere RepLblicans •1 Four days later, 
'J.' on uesday, Eay 27, when Cont;ressional ter,,pers had had tin.e to cool, 
Wilson too]J: the floor and despite interruptions delivered a very short 
speech in whmch he pointed out that the descriptions of the attack by 
Senators Sumner, Dout;;las" John Slidell (La.) and I'lobert Toombs (Ga.) 
agreed on details. Then, in measured words, he epitomized the assault 
. 2 
as 11brutal~ murderous, and cowardly". No sooner were the words out of 
his mouth than Senator Butler of South Carolina, vmose honor Brooks had 
been defending, shouted.: 11 You · are a liar 111 At the request of fellow 
3 
Senators he withdrew his wo.rds and they were ·stricken from the record. 
The interruption proved that 'Wilson had hit where it hurt. He attempted 
to continue speaking, but he was called to order and got ver,y little fur-
ther. 
Despite continued threats of personal violence~ Wilson did not alter 
his course and that same night he went to Trenton, New Jersey, to adddress 
a Rep·~blican State Convention. His friends feared for his safety, however 
and form~d an armed escort to take him to the railfoad station. From 
this time forward, also, he r~utinely went around armed.4 
1- Rhodes, Hist. of the u. S. , II, 147-48. The members of the committee 
were Senators Cass, Allen, Dodge, Geyer~ and Pea~ce. --Cong. Globe, 
34 Cong.,· 1 sess., 1280. 
2- Ibid., 1306. Soon after the MassaChusetts Legislature sent a resolution 
~ongress which echoed and enlarged on Wilson's charge, calling the 
attack "~tal and cowardly in itsel:f -- a gross breach of parlia-
mentary privilege -- a ruthless attack upon the liberty of speech ~­
an outrage of the decencies of civiliz-ed life, and an indignity to 
the Commomvealth of Massachusetts.u Full text of resolution in Cong. 
Globe, 34 Cong ., 1 seas., Appendi:x:, 629-630. 
3- Wilson, Slave Power, II, 486. The Globe mentions the incident, but 
does not report the exclamation. 
4- Natick Observer, May 31, 1856. This state of affairs continued for 
months. See letter of Lydia M •. Child to David Lee Child (Wayland Jan. 7 
1857), printed in Letters of Lydia Maria Child (Boston, houghton Mifflin,' 
1883), 88• 
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On his return to Washington, on the morning of May 29, Gen. Joseph 
Lane, of Oregon, presented him with Brooks' challenge to a duel. A 
similar note was sent to .Anson Burlingame, who had denounced the Sumner 
attack in the House. Burlingame accepted the challenge and designated 
a spot near Niagara Falls as the scene for the encounter -- a very 
~: 
romantic location, no doubt, but one which required that Brooks traverse 
some very hostile areas. Wilson's reply, delivered by Representative 
James Buf'finton, of Massachusetts, was very different: 
Washington, May 29, half-past ten o'clock. 
Hon. P. s. Brooks. 
Sir, -- Your note of the 27th inst. was placed in my hands 
by your friend Gen. Lane at tvrenty minutes past ten o'clock to-
dQ• . . 
I characterized on the floor of the Senate the assault upon 
my colleague as brutal, murderous, and cowardly. I thought so 
then: I think so now. I have no qualifications whatever to make 
in regard tO those words. 
I have never entertained or expressed, in the Senate or 
elsewhere, the idea of personal responsibility in the sense of 
the duellist. 
I have always regarded duelling as the lingering relic of 
a barbarous civilization, which the law of the country has 
branded as a crime. While, therefore, I religiously believe 
in the right of self-defence in its broadest sense, the law of 
my country and the mature civilization of my whole life alike 
forbid me to meet you for the purpose indicated in your letter. 
Your obedient servant, 
HENRY WILSON .1 
Wilson then telegraphed to his wife: ttHave declined to fight e. duel,-
shall do ~ duty and leave the result with God. If assailed, shall 
defend my life, if' possible at any-cost. Be calm.u2 
1- Quoted verbatim in Nason & Russell, Wilson, 188. 
of his action in the North and in Massachusetts, 
.Anderson, "Slavery Issuen, 179-180. 
2- Quoted in Wilson, Slave Power, II, 487. 
For general approval 
see~·.' 189,; 
The foregoing is the standard account of the affair. Two other 
versions, however, merit our passing attention. Joshua R. Giddings, 
writing to Sumner two months after the incident said: 
'When the attack on ~ou was made, I was on my way home. I 
reached this city c1Vashingto:;V on Monday following. I found 
our friends in a state of great excitement. Much was said 
about fighting, and I was told that Wade and Wilson were 
disposed to fi;;ht. I went to those gentlemen and told them 
plainly that our catWe was one of high moral character. •• 
I insisted that if either of those gentlemen should go out 
and slay his man, the political death of the victor would 
be as certain as the physical death of the other.l 
Aside from the fact that Giddings. named Benjamin F. Wade instead of' 
Anson BUrling~e as the other recipient of Brooks' challenge, his 
letter reveals that he was misled by rumors. Wilson was indeed ready 
to fight in self-defense, but there is no other evidence that he con-
sidered Brooks• challenge ~eriously before rejecting it. In fact, the 
other version of the affair confirms this view. Colonel James, who was 
to be Burlingame's second in the duel, referring perhaps to Wilson's 
account of' the episode in his History, wrote: 
Henry Wilson has given a .fr~tary and imperfect account of it, 
but he was deliberately excluded fro.m all knowledge of it except 
that which the general public possessed; in .fact it was his 
conduct that brought Burlingame into the threatened collision. 
Wilson had denounced Brooks on the floor of the Senate, saying 
he would answer for it there or elsewhere, bub when called to 
account, had replied that he would not fight a duel, but would 
defend himself if attacked. This greatly disgusted Burlingame, 
and Banks, when it was reported to him, retorted with severe 
irony, "A rat will do thatlu2 
1- Giddings to Sumner (Washington, July 24, 1856), quoted in Julian, 
Giddi:ngs, 334. In his History,Wilson wrote: "Mr. Wilson, against 
the urgent adviee of Mr. Giddings, Mr. Colfax, and other friends, 
immediately returned this reply11 , and quotes his letter to Brooks.: 
(Slave Power, II, 486). His wording is obviously obscure. 
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2- From the papers of Colonel James, quoted in John Bigelow, Retrospections 
6f' ~Active Lif'e,(N.Y., The Baker & Taylor Co., 1909),I, l69-70. · 
For his part, Wilson (Slave Power,II,491-93) gave an unflattering 
account of Burlingame's role in the affair and claimed that he 
soon regretted having accepted the challenge at all. 
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James• thesis seems to be that by implicitly inviting a duel, Wilson led 
Brooks to issue the challenge to himself and Burlingame, and then, by 
backing down, indirectly forced Burlingame to uphold the -"code of honor." 
This view would be valid only to one who subscribed to the duelling cod_e. 
On June 12 and 13, three weeks after Wilson's second speech on 
the Sumner-Brooks affair, Senator Andrew P. Butler, the object of all 
this furor, made an enormously long Senate speech in his own and Brooks' 
defense, during which he denounced the course pursued by Sumner and 
Massachusetts. ~mnner, he said, had been a "criminal aggressor", and 
he expressed doubts on the seriousness of' his iilness.1 
Wilson answered immediately with a speech entitled: 11 The Personali-
ties and .Aggressions of Mr-. A. P., Butler.112 .A&ain, the Republicans had 
it printed and widely circulated as a campaign document. In the speech, 
Wilson did his best to show that Butler had initiated the verbal assault 
on SUmner which led up to the Brooks attaok. To prove his point, he 
reviewed the background of' the a1:tack in detail and cited chapter 
and verse from Butler's speeches for two years previous. While it may 
have been a valuable campaign document, it was a poor speech, mainly 
because Butler interrupted contiJlually to challenge iiilson' s facts and 
figures, so that it finally detel:-iorated into a wrangle between them. 
as to whether South Carolina or Massachusetts did more for the .American 
cause during the Revolutionl 
· 1- Speech printed in Cong. Globe~ 34 Cong., 1 seas., Appendix, 625-635. 
2- Cong. Globe, 34 Cong., l seas .• , 1399-1405. See also: "The Personalities 
and Aggressions of' Mr. A. P. Butler. Speech of' Hon. Henry Wilson, in 
the Senate. ••• June 13, 1856 (Washington, Buell and Blanchard, /1856/). 
This pamphlet gave Vvilson' s c•:>mplete speech, but eliminated some of 
Butler 1 s longer. interruptions. 
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Al~hough Congress did no~ finally adjourn until August 30~ 1856. 
it accomplished very little duriDg these last turbulent months. Douglas' 
Enabling Bill still had not been acted upon and its prospects of passage 
were very poor. This was a crucial election year and as usual ·b.::lfi Congress-
men were more interested in making stump speeches in and out of Congress 
~han advancing legislation. The Kansas situation was deteriorating 
rapidly and the administration was now trying frantically to stabili%e 
it before the national elections took place. but the Republicans were 
. anxious ~hat Pierce and the Democrats should suffer the consequences of 
their mismanagemenf:; of the affair and did not intend to le~ them escape; 
For that reason the activities of Congress during the rest of this long 
session were entirely conditioned by party strategy and should properly 
be considered as merely another phase of the presidential campaign of 
1856. 
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
WILSON FINDS HIS PARTY : THE CAMPAIGN OF 1856 
At the start of' June, 1856, the 1tRepublican11 elements of Massa-
chusetts met in Convention to select delegates for the pending national 
Convention of' the Republican party. Because o~ the confused political 
situation of' the State, they still did not refer to themsel~es forth-
rightly as Republicans, but again resorted to a catCh-all euphemism 
and called it a State .Anti•.Administration Convention. in the hope of' 
attracting dissident Whigs, Know Nothings, Know Somethings and Demo-
crats.l Twelve hundred delegat~s from two hundred and seventy-three 
towns attended.2 Except for the old nativist issue, the meeting rsn 
smoothly. Charles F. Adams., Amasa Walker, Elizur Wright and Wilson 
were on the roster of' speakers, and once they had finished the usual 
Republican resolutions were adopted. 
The issue of' nativism was raised by c. E~ Baker, who represented 
the Old Nativists in the party, and Wilson, who opposed them. Baker, 
basing his argument on experience with Massachusetts immigrants, 
contended that immigrants were unsound on the slavery question and 
naturally gravitated toward the Democrats. He believed that the 
party should keep itself' "pure" by excluditJg them. \"Tilson, who was 
l- Anderson, 11 Slavery Issue", l98. 
2- Springfield Republican, June 6, 1856. 
better acquainted with the national problems of the party, knew that 
the immigrant vote, especially in the West, could be a source of added 
strength in the comillg election. He argued that the Democracy was the 
chief stronghold of slavery and that if slavery were to be destroyed, 
it was necessary to overthrow the .Administration which supported it. 
To achieve that end he was, as usual, glad to welcome help from any 
quarter.l His group carried the day, and no nativistic clause was in-
eluded in the resolutions. 
. 
In .coni'ormi ty with his policy of self-.effaoemeni;, Wilson was not 
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an o.fficial delegate to the National Convention of the Republican party., 
which took place in Philadelphia on June 17.2 He was present at the 
gathering, however, and his role was anything but that of a passive 
I 
observer. He made a speech calling for "lofty self-sacrifice alld 
patriotism" to "lay a foundation for the union of all parties to save 
the Republic."3 
·The only two serious contenders for the Presidential nomination 
were Supreme Court Justice Joh McLean and the romantic yo'Utlg nPath-
finder", John c. Fremont. After Fremont had secured the nomination, 
McLean charged that he "was under the thumb of Blair, Greeley, 
Wilson, and Weed, 'all of whom /are/ corrupt• •114 Whether accurate 
or not, the accusation revealed the importance of these men in the 
backstage maneuvering of the Convention. 
l- Speech in Boston Evening Telegraph, May 7, 1856. 
2- For general descriptions ot the Convention, see Allan Nevins, Ordeal 
of the Union, II, 460-465; George w. Julian., "The First Republican 
Convention" in .Amer. Hist. Rev., IV., (Jan., 1899), 313-322. 
3-Wilson, Slave Power, II, 511, for quoted extracts. 
4- Quoted in Isely, Hbrace Greeley and the Republican Party, 169. 
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With the Presidential nomination disposed of, the Convention turned to 
.. 
the selection of a running-mate. An informal poll of the delegates 
brought forth votes for fifteen possible oandidates.l The most notable 
among them were William L. Dayton, or New Jersey, and .Abraham Lincoln, 
who became the two leading aspirants.. Dayton received 259 votes to 
Lincoln's 110. Nathaniel P. Banks, who had been elected Speaker of the 
House in January, received 46 votes. His candidacy was particularly 
interesting because he had also been named to head the ticket of the 
Antislavery Know Nothings, or "North .Americans", two weeks before. 
That party had met in New York on June 2, and, in an obvious bid for 
Republican support, had adopted a platform "almost wholly Republican 
in character, and had nominated Ban~ on the tenth ballot."2 On this 
same preliminary ballot, Sumner received 36 votes, even though he was 
hardly in the physical condition required of an aspirant for the Presi-
dency. Wilson received 7 votes. Thus Massachusetts had three possible 
contenders for the position. Far from being pleased by such recogni-
tion, the Bay State delegation asked that their names be dropped be-
cause the nomination of any one of them would create a vacancy whose 
filling would "throw fire brands amongst us."3 Wilson, who didn't 
have a chance of securing the nomination anyw-q, threw his weight behind 
Dayton and opposed Lincoln.4 Dayton secured the nomination. Both Fremont 
l- John G. Nicolay and John Hay, Abraham Lincoln, A History (New York, 
Century. 1890) • II_. 35, give an analysis of tne vote. 
2- For a description of this Convention, see Smith, Parties and Slavery, 
162-163. . 
3- Hatah and Shoup, History of the Vice Presidency of the United States 
(New York, American Mistorical Society, 1934), 233. N. P. BankS is 
referred to in this work as "Governor" B~, though he was not elected 
to that post until the following year. 
4- Smith, Parties and Slavery, 163-164. 
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and ThurlawWeed considered this a great error. Pennsylvania, not 
New Jersey, was the most crucial State in this campaign, and Weed would 
have liked to co'UlXter Buchanan's popularity by selecting ttthe wily" Simon 
Cameron, also of' Pennsylvania~ for the ViceP.residency.1 With the adop-
tion of' a platf'or.m decrying the repeal of' the Missouri Compromise, the 
extension of' slavery into free Territories, the pro-slavery policies .or 
the Pierce administration, and advocating the building of a Pacific 
railroad and the admission of Kansas as a :free State, the work of the 
Convention was ended. Before it adjourned, Wilson once again addressed 
the gathering, urging them 11to labor and to hope on, until we . establish 
the principles embodied in this platform in the gov.er:rment ·of' the country."2 
There was no doubt that from this time onward, he himself would work 
wholeheartedly for the success of the Republican party. Since the begin-
ning of' the year, he had ·identified himself with the "Black Republicans" 
and his speeches, as we have seen, were little more than a repetitious 
reassertion of Republican views on slavery, Kansas, and,of course, Sumner. 
The only reason wey he could not be. dewcribed as a "pureu Republican was 
the :fact that he still was not willing to end all negotiations with the 
Know Nothing nativists of' Massachusetts. As we shall see, he still. thought 
1- Nevins, Ordeal of the Union, II, 470. Wilson had himself written a 
letter to the Pennsylvania State Republican Convention., in Sept~, 
1855, saying: "Pennsylvania holds in her hand the result o:f the elec-
tion of' 1856 ••• "-,..; quoted in Wilson, Slave Power., II, 416. 
2- Extracts of' speech quoted in Wilson, Slave Power, II., 514. A few days 
after the Convention, Edward ].\rerett Hale wrote a jubilant letter "to 
his father telling him that cons·ervatism had trium.phed in the nomi-
nations and that Sumner and Wilson had been side-tracked!-- E. E. 
Hale to ·his father, (Hartford,: June 23,. 1856) Hale Colle9tion., N.Y.~.:< 
State Library, .Albany., N.Y., cited in Anderson, "Slavery Issue"., 199. 
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it possible for the Republicans o£ Massachusetts to entice and absorb 
them into their ranks. It was only after the elections o£ this year 
that he ceas·ed trying to form this last "£usiontt -- and that was only 
because the Know Nothings themselves faded from the political scene. 
With the closing o£ the Convention~ Wilson returned to ·~ .• ::::."J../; :;;..: 
Washi:tlgton, where the Kansas question was once again debated. By this 
time the Administration was thoroughly frightened by the reaction of 
the voters to the violence and fraud in Kansas. A last attempt to 
settle the entire question before the elections brought about the intro-
duction o£ the Toombs 1 Bill. Douglas agreed to substitute this measure 
£or his ow.n Enabling Bill and it was duly introduced into the Senate. 
The Republicans had to admit that its provisions were unexceptionable 
and found little in the way o£ improvement to suggest, although the 
Democrats invited them to make auy changes they desired.1 It provided 
for an impartial and accurate registration o£ the voters in the terri-
tory,and free and fair elections £or the selection of a constitutional 
convention. This last-minute accession to all their demands was acutely 
... ·,. ')'. 
embarrassing for the Republicans. They hac.'J ~j,;b&;s~l!: :~.~-~ >'"·~·J:~~: their cam-
paign on the twin issues o£ "bleeding Kansas" and the "vacant chair" o£ 
Charles Sumner. Now this Democratic proposal threw the responsibility 
for continued difficulty in the Territory upon them. Seward's outright 
admission that he was not interested in a free choice for or against 
slavery# but rather in the outright prohibition o£ slavery in the 
territory was the standard Republican a.nswer,2but now the Republicans 
1- Cong. Globe, .34 Cong., 1 sess., p. 1439. 
2- Seward's speech in Cong. Globe, 34 Cong., l sess., Appendix, 795. 
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could no longer claim that the Demo'crats were not living up to the 
terms of the Kansas-Nebraska Bill. 
Leaving to ~t,hers the debate over the larger aspects of the Bill, 
Wilson proceeded in his usual practical way: he moved to strike out 
the enacting clause and proposed as a substitute for it a clause stating 
"that all acts passed by the Legislature of Kansas, or by any assembly 
acting as such, be, and the same are hereby abrogated, and declared void 
and of no effeot.111 Under questioning he admitted that his motion was 
designed to kill the Bill and return Kansas to its former status as an 
unorganized territory subject to Congress • .2 A long and heated debate 
ensued. When his turn came to speak, Wilson delivered a long address 
during which he repeatedly insisted that Toombs' Bill was designed to 
impose slaver.y on Kansas.3 
. 
This simply was not so, and he knew that the 
Se:cators knew it, but he was not speaking for their benefit. It was a 
stump speech designed for Northern co~sumption.4 It was another recapi-
tulation of the 11five invasions" or Kansas since December, 1855, and an 
indictment of the Administration for willful mismanagement and attempted 
deception of the people of the trnited States. He had not finished speak-
ing when he was interrupted by questions and protests. When he finally 
secured the floor again, he began drawing a contrast between the pros-
parity of the free North and the pverty of the slave South. He had 
not gotten very far along before he was called to order under the fourth 
1- Ibid., 761. 
2- Ibid., 761-76.2. 
3- Ibid., 773-776. 
4- It was printed and circulated under the title: nspeech of Hon. 
Henry Wilson, in the Senate ••• July 2, 18566 On the Bill to Authorize 
the People of Kansas to Form a Constitution •••• " (Washington, Buell 
and Blanchard, /1856/). 
rule of the Senate, which provided that no member should speak more 
than once in any debate.l Before being silenced, however, he did 
pass a remark that foreshadowed the Dred Scott Decision and Republican 
reaction: 
If you can defeat us; it you can establish your policy of leaving 
this slavery to the people of the Territories~ or if you establish 
that nmv doctrine. that the Constitution carries slavery wherever 
the Constitution goes -- that slavery is the rule. freedom the 
exception -- we will submit to it until we ohange the public 
sentiment of this country. We knoW that sentiment is rapidly 
changing.2 
.At the end of the all-night debate, the Toombs Bill was passed 
by a vote of 22 to 12. The Democrats controlled the Senate and had 
their way. The next day, the Republican controlled House gave them 
their answer: by a vote of 99 to 97 it passed a bill admittiXJg Kansas 
under the Free State Topeka Constitution, and a little while later it 
voted down the Toombs Bill with hardly any debate. 
In the Senate, the Kansas debate went on apace. The Democrats now 
had the tactical advantage over the Republicans and were determined to 
. press the issue to the limit. As part of their strategy, they had 
Senator Willi~ Bigler, of Pennsylvania, introduce a motion to print 
20,000 extra copies of the Toombs Bill for general circulation. It was 
patently a move to have the govermn.ent pay for a campaign dooument, and 
the Republicans, including Wilson, were quick to point out the faot. 
1- Cong. Globe, 34 Cong., l seas., Appendix, 794. 
2- Ibid. 
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Wilson offered to vote for 100~000 copies of the Bill~ remarking that 
it would hurt 1 rather than help the Democrats.1 This matter was only 
incidental, however, On this day, July 9, i~ilson was prepared to de-
liver one of the hardest hitting speeches of his senatorial career, and 
he did not want to be side-tracked by trivialities. 
On June 24, he had introduced e. memorial from the New England 41-
ig;rant Aid Company refuti~ Douglas' charges that it was founded with 
the intent of sendinb arms and fig;hting men to Kansas. 2 The document 
was referred to the Senate Committee on claims because one section of it 
demanded renumeration for losses sustained as the result of illet_;e.l des-
truction of its property in Kanse.s. On July 9, Wilson spoke in support 
of the memorial.3 As usual, his opening remarks were devoted to reply-
ing to previous charges made against him by Senators Bigler, Douglas and 
Toombs. Then before settling; down .to his speech proper, he read the text of 
the memorial into the record once more. With this done,he turned on 
Douglas, who had accused the Republican Senators of fomenting and encoure.g-
ing trouble in Kansas. He rejected the accusation with scorn and in turn 
presented a sweeping indictment against Douglas~ the Democrats and the 
Administration. Reviewing Kansas history from November 29, 1854 down to 
1- Ibid., 841. 
2- Gong. Globe, 34 Cong., 1 sess., 1463-61. 
3- Speech in Cong. Globe, 34 Cong., 1 sess., Appendix, 252-58. Also 
printed as a campaign leaflet entitled: "Kansas Affairs, Speech of 
Hon. Henry Wilson, in the Senate ••• July 9, 1856" (Wash., Congress-
ional Globe Office, 1856). 
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the time of his speech, he laid the blame :for the scenes of lawlessness, 
biolence, bloodshed and oppression on the Administration and its suppor-
ters. Typical of the tenor of his attack was the following passage: 
Your Indian agent, Gay, of Michigan, was recently murdered 
in cold blood by some of these chivalric sons of the South Who 
followed the renowned Buford to the conquest of Kansas -- to 
robbery, pillage, arson and murder. His crime was not love of 
freedom -- he was a friend of the .Administration; his crime was 
the fatal admission that he came from free Michigan -- that being 
presumptive proof, in the eyes of these hounds, that he was in 
:favor o:f making Kansas a :free State. His murderers have not been 
brought to punishment. Your Governor, Shalmon, furnished arms 
and ammunition to these followers of Buford; and these chivalric 
men doubtless thought they vmre putting your arms and your ammuni-
tion to good use, ~en they murdered your Indian agent for ad-
mitti:cg that he came from the free State of YJ.chigan. Where are 
your imbecile officials -- your besotted Governor. your judges, 
your district attorney and your marshall'/ Has your Administra-
tion sunk so law that it will not protect the lives or avenge the 
death of its own official menials f Senators have not denounced 
this murder of a GoverDment official; it was an unfortunate 
mistake, no doubt -- a very unfortunate mistake. The assassins 
can plead, if they are ever brought to trial, in mitigation, 
that it was all a mistake -- that they only intended to kill 
a 11free-State ma.nn -- 11 en Abolitionistt"l 
Then, :for dramatic emphasis, he held up the ball that had been shot 
through -- and killed -- an eighteen year old boy who had given up his 
arms to the Border Ruffians, but had refused to give up his horse. .And 
these Ruffians, he said, were being held up in the .American Senate as "men 
of honor and chivalry. Chivalryl Chivalry! I have lately heard that 
word so often associated with mean men and vile deeds, that it seems 
to be but another name for baseness, meanness, and cowardice.n2 
1- Cong. Globe, 34 CoD&•• 1 sese., .Appendix, 855. 
2- Ibid.,. 186. This was Wilson's last major speech in this session of 
Co'ii'gress. He addressed the Senate again on August 7 (Globe, Appendix, 
1101-02), but it was mainly a reiteration of previous remarks and was 
not printed separately. 
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Congress continued to sit throughout· July and August, but the 
deadlock remained as tight as ever. By this time all the national 
political parties had held their conventions,end the campaign was gather-
ing speed. The Republicans, as we have seen, had taken the field under 
Fremont and Dayton. The Democrats had held their convention in Cincin-
nati, on June 2, and nominated Buchanan and John c. Breckinridge. The 
Know Nothings, who had met in Philadelphia on February 22, had chosen 
Millard Fillmore, in the hope of attracting the die-hard Whig vote. 
The selection of Fillmore by the "Americans" pleased the Democrats, 
for he was sure to draw more heavily from Republioan than Democratic 
ranks. It was a prospeot that worried Wilson, and on August 3, he 
wrote to Sumner saying: 
We have much anxiety as to the future. The Democrats hope 
much from Fillmore movements in the free States but I 
trust they will be disappointed in that quarter. We_ have 
a hard fight before us. I hope we win, but I am prepared 
for defeat. If we oan carry Pa. we are safe -- if not it 
goes I think to the House and no one can tell the result.l 
One consolation, he added, was that the To~mbs Bill would meet final 
defeat in the House. 
On August 11, when Senator Bigler introduced a resolution into the 
Senate calling for a Congressional investigation of Fremont's past 
financial dealings with the Goverl'lm.ent, Wilson denounced it as a mean 
1- Wilson to Sumner, (Wash., Aug. 3, 1856), Sumner MSS. Harvard Univ. 
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and petty political move and said thHt he would vote for it if only to 
prove that Fremont's record was clear on that score.l 
By this time, he was beginning to concentrate on affairs on Massa-
chusetts and v~ote a letter urging the following plan on Sumner: 
Let me know whether you would con@ent to run for Governor if 
our convention whould nominate you. You would be elected by 
an immense vote. You would take your seat here in Dec• with 
the vote of the stcte behind you -- could act as Governor 
untill LsiiJ the 4th of March from the first Wednesday in 
Jan. and then you could come here with the almost unanimou~ 
vote of the Legislature. I would like this. uVhat say you? 
To back his prompting~ he enclosed two letters he had just received. 
The first, from Alanson Hawley favored the plan, noting that it had 
first been mentioned in the ipringfield Republican, but that nothing 
.had been done about it. The second, from E. D. Moore praised the idea 
and poirted out thP.t Maine was doing the same for Hannibal Hamlin. 3 
Although Salmon P. Chase, as well as a few other more obscure individuals 
in 1fa.ssachusetts, supported the plan, Sumner disapproved of it because he 
11was always averse to any such irregulc.r modes of obtainins pmpular 
approval" •4 The searc}). for a Republican gubernatorial candide.te thus 
continued until the openinb of the State Convention mn September 16. 
In the meantime, the other Massachusetts parties had selected their 
standard bearers and were in the field. The ~ow Nothinbs, who had held 
their State Convention in July, had a~ain named Gardner to run for Governor 
1- Ccng. Globe, 34 Gong., 1 sess., 2021. 
2- Wilson to Sumner, (Senate Chamber, Aug. 11, 1856), Sumner MSS_. Harvard Univ. 
3- E. D. Moore to Wilson, (Boston, Aug. 9, 1856), Sumner MSS., Harvard Univ. 
Alanson Hawley to E. D. Moore, (Boston, Aug. 9, 1856), Sumner :MSS, Harvard 
Univ •• Iifoore enclosed Hawley's letter with his own to Wilson and i•ilson 
forwarded both to ~umner. 
4- Pierce, Sumner, III, 505. 
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and again adopted the Springfield Platfo~, which demanded the restore.-
tion of the :Missouri Compromise line, or at least the prohibition of 
new slave States north of 36° 30 1 .1 The Whig State Convention, which 
met in Tremont Temple in Boston on September 3, followed the lead of 
the national convention a.nd backed Fillmore, the Know Nothing candidate, 
for the Presidency, but named its own candidate, Luther v. Bell, for the 
gubernatorial post. Instead of adopting i~s own platform, the Convention 
adopted the Springfield platform of the Know Nothings .2 This arrat~geme:nt, 
it was hoped, would bring about a Whig-Know Nothi:cg coalition which would 
carry the State.3 
When the Republican State Convention met in Worcester, on September 16, 
it moved in a direction exactly opposite to that of theVfuigs. It spurned 
any alliance with the national Know Nothing party and adopted the national 
Republican platform, but it sought a rapprochement with the Know nothings on 
the gubernatorial candidate.4 This last item was the only serious problem. 
of the Convention.. One group wanted the party to stand alone and run a full 
slate of candidates; while Wilson, w~o had by this time abandoned the plan to 
run Sumner for Governor, led the group which favored backing Gardner for the 
post. He claimed that "the Republicans could afford to be liberal in deali:cg 
with an expiri:t~g and substantially defunct organization ..... us His stand was 
backed by N. P.Banks and it impressed Samuel Bowles, who wrote to Charles Allen: 
1- Bean, 11 Party Transformations", 329,353. 
2- Ibid., 329, 353• 
3- For R. C. Winthrop's defense of a plan which the Whigs had so heartily 
condemned six years before, see R. c. Winthrop, Winthrop's Addresses 
and Speeches, II, 255-256, 292-309. 
4- Merrirun., Bowles, I, 155-156. Bowles was in a good position to know, 
for, as Merri~ noted, since Bowles' conversion to Republicanism, in 
January, 1856, the two men had "remained on excellent terms with each 
other •••• Wilson had a communicative disposition which fitted Bowles' 
thirst for news as spring water fits with a pump." -- Ibid., I, 196. 
5- ~·• I, 155. -
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•••• Tho~h I saw at Worcester men going in for Gardner, because 
as I tho~ht, it would help them to certain offices, great and 
small, I met many others who believed it a matter of patriotic 
duty, as necessary and important to the great object of defeat-
ing Buchanan and electing Fre.mont; who took Gardner as a mere in-
cident, a dose of medicine, because in order to get the good 
results they must take it, determined and expecting to get rid 
of him next year. There is much force in the view of these men.l 
Once more Wilson and his group carried the day. Though the Con-
vention did not go so far as to place Gardner at the head of their 
ticket, they refused to nominate anyone for the gubernatorial post, 
and then joined with the Know Nothings in selecting a single slate 
of candidates and even made provisions for cooperation on local nom-
inations and congressional selections.2 If one insists on independent 
action as a criterion, it is obvious that Massachusetts Republicanism 
was still more a movement thrul a formal political party.· 
With the candidates of all the significant political parties now 
in the field, the campaign took on added intensity, but despite the furor 
it vms a clean one. Wilson himself later described it in these words: 
For questions of tariffs, banks, internal improvements, and the 
like were substituted those of philanthropy, true patriotism, 
and a wise statesmanshiPi of human rights and the higher law. 
Never had the nation been taken up to so high a plane of feeling 
of such pregnant interest and importance. ~~ never before had 
such use been made of weapons drawn from the ar.mory above, so 
never had the pulpit and the religious and reformatory press lent 
such aid in a political str~gle.3 
The Massachusetts clergy, in fact, took such immediate interest in the 
contest that the Boston Post found cause for complaint. In an editorial 
1- Letter quoted in ibid., I, 174-175. 
2- Ibid., I, 15.6. -
3- ~on, Slave Power, II, 517-518. See also, Rhodes, F~st. of the 
~·· II, 182;. Nevins, Ordeal of the Union, II, 487-514. 
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entitled: "Politics and the PUlpit", it cited the sermon a Rev. Mr. 
Hall had delivered in Dorchester as a horrible example and said: 
He had the audacity to define the party position of the Almighty, 
of Jesus Christ, -- and identified it with that of John C. Fremont, 
Henry 'Wilson, Nathaniel Hall, N. P. Banks, Henry 'i'Ve.rd Beecher 1 
~· genus omne.l 
Wilson campaigned with his usual vigor,2 and after his swillb through 
western l:Iassachusetts, Samuel Bowles noted ·with satisfaction: "Southern 
Berkshire looks better. Senator "Wilson has sowed good seed.113 Wilson 
was also present and spoke effectively at a rousing Faneuil Hall Kansas 
meeting.4 In this campaign, he did not limit himself to Massachusetts, 
but spoke in New Hampshire, New York and Pennsylvania as well.5 
Despite the best efforts of the Republicans, ·when the votes were 
tallied, it was found that Buchanan had carried the crucial States 
of Pennsylvania, Illinois and Indiana, and secured the Presidency.6 
The Republicans had made a fair showing, for their first campaign, but 
even so, they lost control of the House to the Democrats.7 Their only 
consolation lay in the fact that the i'lhig and Knmv Nothing pe.rties had 
been eliminated as serious contenders, leaving them as the only ones to 
profit from the suupid plunders the Buchanan administration would commit. 
In l!Iassachusetts, Buchanan and Fillmore received a combined vote 
1- Boston Post, Nov. 4, 1856. This was election day. 
2- Nason &~sell, Wilson, 210-211. 
3- Bowles to Charles Allen, (Oct. 29, 1856), quoted in Merriam, 
Bowles, I, 175. 
4- Nason & Russell, W!&&&n, 210. 
5- Nevins, Ordeal of the Union, II, 488, 506, 515. 
6- For the general results of the election, see Nevins, Op.~.,II, 
488, 506, 518. 
7- Rhodes, Hist. of the u. s., II, 235. 
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of 58,8661 but Fremont swept the State with a total of 108,190.1 
Gardner, of course, was elected Governor .2 In retrospect it seems 
that Vfilson had badly miscalculated. Judging by the size of the solid 
vote for Fremont, we can hazard the guess that a strong Republican 
nominee, such as John A. Andrew, could have defeated Gardner. Worse 
yet, the coalition neither killed nor cured.the Know Nothings. It kept 
than alive for another year and failed to entice them into Republican 
ranks. It was only Gardner's defeat by Andrew in 1857, that finally 
put an end to them. 
In summ.a.ry, the Republicans had won a sweeping victory in :Massa-
chusetts ( though they were unable to exploit it completely ) and 
on the national scene they had met with what might be called an en-
couraging defeat. They had not elected their candidate to the Presiden-
cy, but the surprising success of their first formal campaign indicat-
ed that the party was firmly established. As for Wilson, there was 
now no doubt that he was securely within Republican ranks. This did 
not mean that he would henceforth resist all temptations to make deals 
end combinations. In December, 18571 for example, when Douglas pub~ic-
ly abjured the Buchanan administration but insisted on remaining a 
Democrat, Wilson was one of thos~ who urged the Republican leaders 
of Illinois to drop Abraham Lincoln and support the 11Little Giant" 
1- Lord, and Lord, Historical Atlas of the United States (N.Y., Henry 
Holt & Co., 1944), 224. 
2- The gubernatorial vote: Gardner, 92,467; E. D. Beach (Dem.), 40,082; 
G. w. Gordon (Fillmore-11 Americann), 10,385; L. V. Bell (Y.fuig), 7,075; 
Josie~ Quincy (Indep.), 5,634. -- W~ssachusetts Year Book and Business 
Directory ••• l899,70. 
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for reelection to the national Senate.l From this t~e forward 
until his death in 1875, however, Wilson never again looked on 
h~elf as anything but a Republican. If proof' is needed that he 
vms now ineradicably within the party's ranks, it can be found in 
his Senate speech of' December 19, 1856, entitled, 11 Def'ense of' the 
Republican Party".a On this occasion he met the contumely of' the 
victorious Democrats vdth defiance: 
I give you notice to-day, gentlemen, what we intend to do. 
If' the incoming administration sends into. this body the 
nomination of a single man who ever threatened the dissolu-
tion of' the Union, we intend to camp on this floor, and to 
resist his confirmation to the bitter end. I give you notice 
now, that we shall resist the coming into power of' all that 
class of' men, as enemies of' the Constitution and the Union. 
It vms obvious from his speech that Wilson had found the party he 
had looked for so long in vain -- the party that co'uld,and would, 
successfully challenge the supremacy of' the 11 Slave Power" in the 
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councils of' the nation. Republicanism might be national or sectional, 
but it was the party he had been seeking in vain for eighteen years --
11 the antislavery party o£ the future". 
* * * * * 
V{ith his entry into the Republican party, Henry Wilson found 
himself'. His path was clear, now, and his work was cut out for him. 
1- Wilson to William Schouler, (Senate Chamber, Feb. 19, 1858), Schouler 
MSS. Mass. Hist. Soc. See also, Smith., Fa.rties and 'Slavery, 227-28; 
Rhodes, Hist. of the u. S., II, 306. 
2- Cong. Globe, 34 Cong., 2 sess., Appendix, 62-69. Printed separately 
and circulated as a post-election Republican docume.nt: "Defense o£ 
the Republican Party. Speech of Hon. Henry Wilson ••• In the Senate ••• 
Dec._.l9,.185611 • (Wash., Buell &Blanchard, prs., 1857. 
For years he had tried to persuade or coerce reluctant political 
parties into the antislavery crusade. When they had refused to go 
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as far as he thought necessary, on the issue, he had tried to proceed 
without them, hoping that it would be possible to fuse the dissident 
elements of all parties into a political antislavery movement of some 
kind. Now, this was no longer necessary. Years of unwearied effort 
by men who had refused to countenance the enormous evil of slavery had 
at last produced a political organization which was willing to devote 
itself almost exclusively to the fight for the extinotion of human 
bondage. 
As for Wilson himself, these years of discouraging drudgery had 
produced startling results. Now that he had reached the mature years 
of his life, he could look back, momentarily, with satisfaction at 
his own progress. Certainly, it had been no mean feat for someone 
with his poor background and education to work his way up to the 
position of United States Senator from the proud Commonwealth of 
:Massachusetts. Starting out with the meager accomplishments of a 
farm boy and shoemaker, he had, by dint of hard work, made himself 
a figure of political importance in the State. Had it not been for 
his sincere devotion to the antislavery cause, he vrould have been 
nothing more than a scheming political hack. That devotion, h~rever, 
had been the redeeming factor which ennobled his career. With un- · 
flinching steadiness, in season and out of season, he had proclaimed 
his undying hatred of slavery and had sought by every means to hasten 
the coming of the day when it should cease expanding and either be 
destroyed or condemned to a lingering death. His hatred of slavery 
had caused him to hold his party ties very lightly indeed. Starting 
his public career as a Whig 1 in 1839, he had made a spectacule.r bolt 
from that party during its National Convention,in 1848, and had joined 
the nascent Freesoil party. Believing that party too weak to stand on 
its o?m feet, and hoping to destroy the supremacy of the Whigs in 
Massachusetts, he had worked to form the famous Coalition of 1850, 
and had had the satisfaction of seeing Charles Sumner elected to the 
United States Senate as a result. Then, after experimenting with 
more fusions and coalitions, he had joined the popular Know-Nothing 
party in the hope of converting that organization to antislavery. 
That move was a blot on his .career, but it had a satisfying result, 
since it placed a veteran antislavery fighter -- himself -- in the 
United States Senate. Underlining the irony of the whole development, 
the Boston Times called it: 
a queer state of things truly: the 1faigs defeat the new /jiJassa-
chusettS/ 0onstitution to crush Wilson -- the Know Nothings 
defeat the Vvnigs, and make Wilson United States Senator -- a 
place to which he never before aspiredl l 
On that same occasion, the Boston ~ had unwittingly paid him his 
greatest compliment, as~ing: 
Can there be picked out in the whole Commonwealth a person 
who has spoken and written and managed more downright free-
soilism than Henry Wilson*/ Can there be fo1.md a more decided 
opponent of the Compromise measures of 1850? Can there be 
found a politician who will go further than he will go in 
pushing on the avti-slavery cause? and who is more strongly 
pledged to this co.urse? 2 
1- Boston Times, Jan. 23, 1855. 
2- Boston Post, Jan. 23, 1855. 
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Wilson's most inveterate journalistic foe had paid him the finest 
tribute he could receive~ and had presented the best defense possible 
£or his controversial actions during these troublous years. After 
hesitating briefly on the issue~ at the start of his Senatorial career~ 
Wilson had come out more strongly than ever against slavery, and by 
the fall of 1856, he had embraced the antislavery party that he was 
to remain with the rest of his life. From that time onward it was 
possible for him to carry the battle to the enemy and £igh:t withoub 
quarter~ until slavery had been extinguished on the soil of the 
United States. 
THE END 
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Copies in New York and Boston Pub. Libraries, and Business 
Branch Lib., Harvard Univ. 
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"Personalities and Aggressions of :Mr. /A.P./ Butler /Senator 
from South Carolina/. Speech of Hon. Henry Wilson, of Massa-
chusetts, in the Senate of the United States, June 13, 1856." 
(Washington, Buell and Blanchard, /1856/). Copy in Boston Pub. 
Lib. 
"The Position of John Bell and His Supporters. Speech of Hon. 
Henry Wilson at ~~~yrick' s /Junction/, Sept. 18, 1860. From 
the Verbatim Report in the Daily Atle.s and Bee." (Boston, 
Bee, l860). Copies in Boston Pub. Lib., andmdener Lib., 
He:"rvard Univ. 
"The Relation of Churches and Ministers to the Temperance 
Cause, by the Hon. Henry Wilson." (Boston, Mass. Temperance 
Soc., Feb., 1870). Copies in Mass. Hist. Soc., and Widener 
Lib., Harvard Univ. 
11 The Republican and Democratic Parties. Speech of the Hon. 
Henry Wilson, at Bangor, Maine, August 27, 1868. 11 {Boston, 
Commonwealth Extra, 1868). Copies in New York and Boston 
Pub. Libraries. 
11 Senator Wilson's Speech on Prohibition in Tremont Temple, 
April 15, 1867. 11 (Boston, Mass. state Temperance Alliance, 
1867). Copy in Widener Lib., Harvard Univ. 
"Speech at the First New Enf;land Temperance Convention, Boston, 
October 3rd, 4th, 1866. 11 {Boston, s. ~·Usher, 1866). Copy 
in Boston Pub. Lib. 
"Speech of Ron. Henry Wilson, of :Massachusetts, in the Senate 
of the United States, April 14, 1856, in Reply to Mr. Douglas, 
on the Subject of the Petition of the Kansas Legislature. 
Also, 1A Question of Veracity' Settled for Hon. Benjamin F. 
Hallet. 11 (Washington, Buell and Blanchard, /1856/). Copy 
in Boston Pub. Lib. 
"Speech of Ron. Henry Wilson, o.f Massachusetts, in the Senate 
of the United States, July 2, 1856, on the Bill to Authorize 
the People of Kansas to Form a Constitution ••• •" (Washington, 
Buell and Blanchard, /1856/). CoP,y in Boston Pllb. Lib. 
"Speech of "l:ihe Hon. Henry Wilson, of Massachusetts, in the 
Senate, Mar. 27th, 1862, on the Bill to Abolish Slavery in 
the District of Columbia, Introduced by Him December 16th, 
1861, Referred to the District Committee, and Reported Eack 
with Amendments by Mr. Morrill." (\l'{ashington, Scammell, 1862). 
Copy in Mass. Hist. Soc. 
---· 
, 
___ , 
___ , 
---· 
---' 
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Henry (cont.), "Speech of the Hon. Henry Wilson, of lJassachusetts, 
on the President's Message on the Lecompton Constitution. De-
livered in the Senate, Feb. 3rd, and 4th, 1858. 11 (Washington, 
Buell and Blanchard, 1858). Copies in the Boston Pub. Lib., 
and 1'fidener Lib. , Harvard Uni v. 
"Speech of the Hon. Henry Wilson, of Kassachusetts, on the 
Representation of Rebel States; Delivered in the Senate of 
the United States, Merch 2, 1866." (Washington, Congressional 
Globe, 1866). Copy in Boston Pub. Lib. 
"Stand by the Republican Colorsl Speech of Hon. Henry Wilson, 
of Massachusetts, at Great Falls, N. H., February 24, 1872. 11 
(Washington, Congressional Globe, 1872). Copies in New York 
and Boston Pub. Libraries. This writer also owns a copy. 
"The State of Affairs in Kansas. Speech of Hon. Henry Wilson, 
of Massachusetts, in the Senate of the United States, February 186 
1856.11 (Vlashington, Buell and 3lanchard, 1856). Copies in 
New York and Boston Pub. Libraries. 
11 Suggestions to Working Men. 11 (Boston, no pub., /1868/). Copies 
in Boston Pub. Lib., and Business Branch Lib., Harvard Univ. 
"Suppression of the Slave Trade. Speech of the Hon. Henry 
Wilson, of Massachusetts, in the Senate of the United States, 
May 21, 1860. 11 (Washington, Buell and Blanchard, 1860). Copies 
in Boston Pub. Lib., and Widener Lib., Harvard t:niv. 
"Territorial Slave Code. Speech of Hon. Henry Wilson, of 
Massachusetts, in· the Senate of the United States, January 25, 
1860. 11 (Washington, no pub., 1860). Copies in Boston Pub. 
Lib., and Widener Lib., Harvard Univ. 
(Wilson, Henry), Nason and Russell, The Life and Public Services of 
Henry Wilson, Late Vice-President of the United b'tates (Boston, 
B. B. Russell, 1876). Contains many complete and partial 
quotations from Wilson's letters and speeches not found else-
where. This is.also true of Jonathan B. Mann, The Life of 
Henry Wilson Republican Candidate for Vice-President (Boston, 
J. R. Osgood, 1872), and Wilson's avm Rise and Fall of the 
Slave Power in .America (Boston, J. R. OsE;ood,. 1877), 3 vols. 
These items are listed separately under "Contemporary Publica-
tions11/q.v./ 
Winthrop, Robert c., Addresses and Speeches on various Occasions (Boston, 
Little Brown, 1867), 4 vols. 
Wright, Henry c., The Natick Resolution, Or Resistance to Slave-holders 
the Right and Duty of _Southern Slaves and Northern Freemen 
(Boston, no pub., 1859). Contains a letter to John Brown, 
two letters to Gov. Wise 6 of Virr;inia, and a letter to 
Henry 1flilson, dated Boston, Dec. ,10, 1859. 
'\"[right, Henry c. (cont.), No Rights No Duties: Or Slaveholders, as 
Such, Owe No Duties. An An&Wer to a Letter from Hon. Henry 
Wilson, Touching Resistance to Slaveholders, Being the 
Right and Duty of the Slaves, and of the People and States 
of the North (Boston, no pub., 1860). The pamphlet also 
contains an open letter from Wilson to Henry C. Vfright dated 
Natick, Mass., Dec. 27, 1859. This is an acid exchange 
between Wright and Wilson. 
IV -.NEWSPAPERS CONSULTED 
Boston Advert·iser ('Whig). : 1838-1857. 
Boston Atlas (vVhig): 1838-1857. 
Boston~ (Nativist) : 1850-1855. 
Boston Commonwealth (Freesoil): 1851~1854. Founded in Jan., 1851, it 
absorbed Wilson's Republican and was itself succeeded by the 
Evening Telegraph in Sept., 1854. 
Boston Courier (Whig): 1850-1855. 
Boston Emancipator and Republican (Freesoil weekly): Jan. 5, 1849-
Dec. 19, l850. Wilson's paper. Preceded by Wilson's Boston 
Daily Republican /q.v./, and succeeded by Wilson's Boston 
Semi-Weekly Republican and ·Weekly Republican. Very few 
issues of the Weekly Republican appeared, usually during 
political campaigns. Of Wilson's other papers, listed here, 
some appeared intermittently and concurrently. In January, 
1851, the Semi-Weekly Republican, the ohl.y paper remaining 
of this venture, ;vas absorbed by the Commonwealth. 
X 
Boston Evening Telebl"aph (11 Independent11 -Temperance ... Nativist): Sept • ., 1854-
Dec., 1856. Founded Sept. 22, 1854. Successor to the Common-
wealth. 
Boston Journal (Independent): 1845-1856. 
Boston Pilot (Roman Catholic): 1845-1856. 
Boston~ (Hunker-Democrat): 1838-1856. 
Boston Daily Republican (Freesoil). Wilson's paper. Published by Wilson, 
Sept. 1, l848-Nov. 15, 1849. Published concurrently with the 
Semi-Weekly Republican,in 1849. 
Boston Semi..;Weekly Republican (Freesoil): Sept., 1848-Apr. 6, 1850. 
Wilson's paper. PUblished concurrently with the Daily 
Republican, the Emancipator and Republican and isolated 
issues of the Weekly Republican. 
Boston Transcript (Independent): 1840-1856. 
Dedham Gazette (Freesoil): 1848-185.7. 
Liberator (Abolitionist): 1845-1856. 
Natick Bulletin: 1836-1952. 
Natick Citizen: 1881-1889. 
Natick Observer: 1856. 
Natick Mirror: 1848. 
Sprinbfield Republican (Whig-Republican): 1850-1856. 
(Anon.), 
V• CONTEMPORARY PL~LICATIONS 
(Attributed to Charles A. Phelps), The Lives of U. s. Grant 
and Henry Wilson (Philadelphia, Peterson, 1872). The book 
is a campaign work and naturally stresses the biography 
of Grant. The sketch of Wilson is routine, containing 
little new information. 
xi 
Barnes, William H., Lives of Gen. Ulysses s. Grant and Hon. Henry Wilson 
(New York, tmlerican News, 1872 ). Campaign pamphlet. Routine 
notice of Wilson. The only copy this writer has found is in 
the possession of Mr. Ernest Burks, Union Street, Natick, Mass. 
(Barnes, William H.), Lives of Grant and Wilson (New York, w. H. Barnes, 
1872). The text of this book is identical with that attributed 
to Charles A. Phelps /q.v./ 
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Boutwell, George s., "Remarks of Hon. George S. Boutwell, of Massa-
chusetts, on the Death of Vice-President Henry Wilson, in 
the Senate of the United States, January 21, 1876. 11 (lVash-
ington, no pub., 1876). Routine eulogy. 
Bradles, c. D., 11 In Uemoriam." (No pub., 1875). One-page obituary 
eulogy of Wilson. Copy in Boston Pub. Lib. 
"Commonwealth of Massachusetts. Services in Commemoration of the Life 
and Character of Henry Wilson, at the State House." (No pub., 
Nov. 29, 1875). Copy in Boston Pub. Lib. 
Cowdin, Elliot c., "Union League Club of New York. Tribute to the Memory 
of Henry 'Wilson, Dec. 9, 1875, by Elliot c. Cowdin." (New York, 
Club House, 1875). 
Forney, J. W., Anecdotes of Public Ken (New York, Harpers, 1873), 2 vols. 
Contains an informe.tive eulogy of Wilson. 
Hambleton, James P., A Biographical Sketch of Henry A. Wise, With a . 
Hammond, 
Ketchum, 
History of the Political Campaign in Vir6inia in 1855 (Richmond, 
John w. Randolph, 1856). Hostile description of Wilson's 
relationship with the ICnow-Nothings in 1855. Composed mainly 
of quotations from Northern and Southern newspapers of the day. 
Also contains a copy of the rules, regulations and constitution 
of the National Know-Nothing organization, adopted June 17, 
1854, and the procedure for initiation to the first, second 
and third degrees of the Order. 
William A., M.D., 11 0n the Cause of Vice-President Wilson's 
Death." Reprinted from the Boston Medical and Surgical Journal, 
Dec. 16, 1875 (Cambridge, Riverside Press, l875). 11N:y opinion 
is that the immediate cause of the vice-president's death was 
the sudden cessation of the processes of respiration and cir-
culation from paralysis of the pneumogastric nerves; and that 
this paralysis was due to disease of the medulla oblongata 
affecting the nuclei of the pneumogastrics. 11 --p.9. 
Phineas c., Massachusetts in.the Rebellion, a Record of the 
Historical Position of the Commonwealth ... in the Civil War 
of 1861-65 (Boston, Walker, Fuller, 1866). Contains a standard 
eulogistic sketch of Wilson's life up to 1865. Pictures Wilson 
(see frontispiece) as one of the four greatest leaders of 
Massachusetts before and during the Civil War. 
Rev. Silas, 11 A Eulogy on Henry Wilson, Vice-President of the 
United States. In Salem Hall, in I::S.lden, Mass., Nov. 28, 
1875." (Halden, G. c. Ketchum, 1875). Routine eulogy. 
Copy in Boston Pub. Lib. 
Kossuth in New England (Boston, Jewett, 1852). Contains description 
of Kossuth's itinerar;y and rec.eptions, and the complete 
text of Wilson's speeches during Kossuth's tour of the 
State. 
Jonathan B., The Life of Henry Wilson, Republican Candidate for 
Vice-President (Boston, Osgood, 1872). Campaign biographical 
sketch by a close friend. Racy, informal style. As usual, 
this work ignores the controversial years 1848-1856. 
":Memorial Addresses on /flilson 1 s/ Life and Character, Delivered in the 
Senate and House of Representatives. Jan. 21, 1876, with 
Other Congressional Tributes of Respect." (Washington, pub. 
by Order of Congress, 1876). 
Nason, Rev. Elias, and Russell, Thomas, The Life and Public Services 
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of Hon. Henry Wilson (Boston, Russell, l872). Pious campaign 
oiographY• Skims rapidly and smoothly over the period emphasized 
in this work. Only fairly trustworthy, but valuable for quo-
tations from letters and speeches not found elsewhere. 
The Life and Public Services of Henry Wilson, Late Vice-
President of the United States (Boston, Russell, 1876). 
Srune as above, but with awkward interpolations and additions, 
toward the end, to bring the text up to the death of Wilson. 
Parker, Peter, 11U. s. Congress Obituary Addresses. Memorial J..ddresses 
on the Life and Character of Wilson, in the Senate and House 
of Representatives, Jan. 21, 1876, With other Congressional 
Tributes of Respect." (Washington, no pub., 1876). Same as 
"Memorial Addresses •••• "/q.v.J Copies in Smithsonian Institu-
tion, and NaY/ York Pub. Lib. 
"Resolutions Adopted by the City Government of Worcester, Upon the Death 
· of Henry Wilson... November 2 7, 1875. 11 (Worcester, Hamil ton, 
1875). Routine eulogies. Copy in Mass. Hist. Soc. 
Reunion of the Free Soilers of 1848 at Downer.Landing, Hingham, Mass., 
August 9, 1877 (Boston, Wright, 1877). Interesting reminiscences 
of the surviving co-workers of Wilson during the period 1848-
1852. Some n~1 items on Wilson. Copy in Boston Pub. Lib. 
Reunion of the Free Soilers of 1848-1852 at the Parker House, Boston, 
Massachusetts, June 28, 1888 (Crunbridge, Wilson, 1888). 
Similar to preceding, only eleven years later. Copy in 
Boston Pub. Lib. 
xiv 
Whittier, John G., The Bay of Seven Islands, and Other Poems (Boston, 
Houghton Mifflin, 1883). · Contains the poem 11Wilson11 , 
copied at the start of' this work, which Whittier wrote to 
commemorate the seventieth anniversary of Wilson's birth. 
Wilson, Henry 11 Histor,y of. the Anti-Slavery Measures of the Thirty-
Seventh and Thirty-Eighth Congresses, 1860-1865 (Boston, 
Walker, Fuller, 1865). Detailed chronology and precis of 
debates, rather. than a history. 
History of' the Reconstruction Measures of' the Thirty-Ninth 
and Fortieth Congresses, 1865-1868 (Hartford, Hartford Pub. 
Co., 1868). Sequel to the preceding work. 
History of' the Rise and Fall of' the Slave Power in America 
(Boston, Osgood, l874), 3 vols. Still considered a standard 
work for the period. Superficial in its analysis and slanted 
in viewpoint, but valuable as a source-book on the period. 
Detailed treatment of the antis~very movement. Quotes 
largely and freely (although not always with minute accuracy) 
from the documents, speeches, and letters of contemporaries. 
Last volume completed by Rev. Samuel Hunt, who undoubtedly 
helped Wilson with his English. Unctuous style throughout the 
three volumes atypical of' Wilson. 
Military Measures of the United States Congress, 1861-1865 
{New· York, Van Nostrand, 1868). Again a detailed chronology 
and precis of debates rather than a history. 
, and Jeremiah s. Black, A Contribution to .History. Edwin M. Stanton: 
--- His Character and Public Services on the Eve of the Rebellion. 
As Presented in a Series of Papers by the Hon. Henry Wilson ••• 
<and the Hon. J. S. Black •••• (Easton, Pa., Cole ~orwitz, 1871). 
This is far from being a 11 co-operative" workl Shortly after 
Stanton's death, Wilson wrote a eulogistic sketch of him 
(printed in Atlantic ~funthly, XXV, Jan., l870, 234-246) and, 
in passing, charged that Buchanan and his Cabinet were guilty 
of treasonous negligence, during the Secession Winter of 
1860-1861. Black, who was Attorney-General of the United 
States, at that time, answered with a long diatribe (printed in 
The Galaxy 11 June, 1870, and reprinted in his Essays and 
Speeches •••• jq.v./ Wilson replied in an acid tone (art.; 
11Henry ~'iilson and Jeremiah S. Black", Atlantic ~:Ionthly, XXVI, 
Oct., 1870, 463-475). This work is a reprint of those 
articles. · 
Winthrop, Robert c., "Remarks", in Mass. Hist. Soc., Proceedings, 
First Ser. 11 X, 180. notice of Wilson's death and mention 
of his contributions to the Society. 
Wright, Charles (Pseud.: "mountaineer"), "Our Political Practice. The 
Usurpations of Vice through Popular :Negligence." (Boston, 
Alfred J,i:udge, 1864-1865). In three parts. .Although the. 
Library of Congress lists only Part I as having appeared, 
the Mass. Hist. Soc. has Part I and Part II, Sections l and 
2. Part III never appeared. This is a series of long-winded, 
confused and bitte~ly partisan tracts aimed principally at 
Wilson for having 11 debased11 politics. Wright stoops to 
accuse Wilson of being of 11 Gypsey11 descent. 
VI - SECONDARY WORKS 
Incidental notices of Wilson occur in practically all the biographies, 
autobiographies, memoirs, and general works on this period, but only 
those works are mentioned here which contain significant material on 
him or are otherwise noteworthy • 
XV 
.Adams, Charles Francis, Richard H. Dana, Jr. (Boston, Houghton Mifflin, 
1890), 2 vols. .A valuable work. Both the author and the 
subject were contemporaries and, at times, colleagues of Hilson. 
Adams, He~, The Education of Henry .Adams (Boston, Houghton l'iifflin, 
1918). Adams pointed to the Coalition of 1850 as an example 
of machine politics putting statesmen in office. Later, 
machine politicians (like Wilson?) put themselves in office • 
.Adams thought the Coalition corrupt. 
Allen, Stephen M., Origin and Early Progress of the Republican Party 
in the United States. Together with the History of Its 
Formation in Massachusetts: With a Memorial Address on 
the Recurrence of Its Twenty-Fifth Anniversary (Boston, 
Getchell Brothers, 1879). Superficial partisan sketch. 
Anderson, Godfrey T., "The Slavery Issue as a Factor in l'hassachusetts 
Politics from the Compromise of 1850 to the Outbreak of the 
Civil War." (Unpub. Doctoral Dissertation, Univ. of Chicago, 
1944). A study of the uses made of antislavery feelings and 
developments in influencing the voters of M:assachusetts. A 
supplement to William G. Bean's "Party Transformations •••• " 
/q.v./, it is a valuable work for any student of Massachusetts 
politics in this period. 
Appletons' Cyclopaedia ot American Biography (New York, D. Appleton, 
!900) • Art. 11Henry Wilson" written by John G. Whittier. 
This is one ot the better sketches ot Wilson's life. 
Practically all compendiums of this type contain articles 
on Wilson. 
Arnold, Isaac N., Life of Abraham Lincoln (Chicago, McClurg, 1891). 
Notes Wilson's activities in the campaign of 1856 and atter 
1860. 
xvi 
Bacon, Oliver N., A History ot Natick from Its First Settlement in 1651 
to the Present Time {Boston, Damrell and Moore, l856). 
Diplomatically cautious on Wilson's career from 1848 to 1856. 
Barnes, Gilbert H., The Antislavery lmpulse 1830-1844 (New York, D. 
Appleton-Century, l93l). Standard work. 
Bartlett, David V., Presidential Cand·idates: Containing Sketches, 
Biographical, Personal, and Political of the Prominent 
Candidates tor the Presidency in 1860 (New York, A. B. 
Burkick, 1859). Lists Wilson as one of twent~one possible 
Presidential candidates in 1860. Contains a good short 
summary of Wilson to 1859. 
Bean, William G., "Pe.rty Transformations in Massachusetts, with Special 
Reference to the Antecedents of Republicanism, 1848-1860 (Unpub. 
Doctoral Dissertation, Harvard Univ., 1922). An excellent 
study of a very complex period, this work is indispensable 
for any student of the period and deserves publication. 
It lacks a critioal bibliography, however. 
Bennett, Whitman, Whittier, Bard of Freedom (Chapel Hill, Univ. of 
North Carolina, 1941). One ot tne better books on ~ttier, 
but exaggerates Whittier's role in the election of Sumner to 
the United states Senate. 
Bigelow, John, Retrospections of an Active Lite (New York, Baker and 
Taylor, 19o9), 5 vols. Good on the later years treated in 
this work. · 
Billington, Ray .Allen, The Protestant Crusade. A study of the Origins 
ot American Nativism {!Taw York, Macmillan, 1938). Well-
written general view of nativism and the rise and decline of 
the Know-Nothing movement. Contains a good critical bibliogra-
phy. 
Blaine, James G., Twenty Years ot Congress (Norwich, Conn., Henry Bill, 
1884), 2 vo!s. 
xvii 
Boutvrell, George S., Reminiscences of Sixty Years (~1ew York, McClure, 
Phillips, 189~), 2 voXs. Important work by one of Wilson • s 
colleagues. Gives a relatively impartial estimate of ?Tilson. 
Butler, Benjamin F., Autobiography and Personal Reminiscences of Major~ 
General Benjamin F. Butler. Butler's Book (Boston, A. M. 
Thayer, l892). The triumph ol egotism. Bulter, perhaps 
because of Wilson's opposition to his election in 1872, 
does his best to ignore Wilson, referr~ to him only 
once, and indirectly. 
Carsel, Wilfred, nThe Social Philosophy of Northeastern Industrialism, 
1850-1860." (u.npub. Master's Thesis, Univ. of Chicago, 1932). 
A study of the position of the ·financial interests of New 
England during the slavery controversy • 
. Chadwick, James w., Theodore Parker (Boston, Roughton Mifflin, 1900) • 
. Superseded by dommager' s biography, but valuable as a guide 
to materials on Parker. 
Chambers Biographical Dictiona;¥: (London, Chambers, 1950) • Art. "Henry 
Wilson". Brief', roiifine notice of Wilson, typical of other 
such compilations. · 
Cammager, Henry s., Theodore Parker (Boston, Little Brawn, 1936). See 
especially the description of the Sims end Burns affairs. 
Congdon, Charles T., Reminiscences of a Journalist (Boston, Osgood, 
1880). One of' the f'ew prilited accounts o:f Massachusetts 
history in this period. .A fairly impartial and well-
written work by a contemporary, .who was on the staff of 
the Whig Atle.s. · 
Crandall, Andrew W., The Early History of the Republican Party, 1854-
1866 (Boston, Badger, l930). A valuable study, but somewhat 
iiiiiT'ed by the author's attitude that slavery itself and the 
resultant conflicts were not serious problems, that the 
Republicans manufactured crises. The author mistakes in-
differentism for objectivity. 
Curtis, Benjamin R., ed., A Memoir of Benjamin Robbins Curtis (Boston, 
Little Brown, 1897), 2 vola. Contains curtis • "Address 
to the People of Massachusetts," aimed against the Coalition. 
Curtis, Francis, The Republican Party. A History of Its Fifty Years 1 
Existence and a Record of Its Measures and Leaders, 1854-
1904 (New York, Putnam, 1904). Superficial eulogy. 
Curtis, George T., Life of Daniel Webster (New York, Appleton, 1870), 
2 vols. 
xviii 
Darling., .Arthur B., Political Changes in Massachusetts, 1824-:1848 
(New Haven, Yale Univ. Press. 1925). History 0£ the rise 
and decline of the Democrats and Locofocos. · Deserves a 
sequel. 
Desmond,. Htm~.phrey J., The Know-Nothing Partz (Washington, New Century, 
1905). Pioneer sketch based on secondary sources. Contains 
a few new viewpoints, but outmoded by Billington's work. 
Dictionary of .American Biography (New York, Scribner. 1936),_20 vola. 
Indispensable rei'erence work. The article "Henry Wilson"., 
written by George H. Haynes, is based on Nason and Russell's 
biography ~d contains some inaccuracies., especially on 
Wilson's legislative record. 
Drake, Francis· S., Dictionary of American Biographf (Boston., Osgood, 
1872). .Art. 11 Henry Wilson11 • Short, routl.lle notice written 
during Wilson's life. 
Dumond., Dwight L., Anti-Slavery Origins of the Civil War in the United 
States (.Ami Arbor, Uhiv. ·of Mich. Press, 1939). Standard work. 
Encyclopedia .Americana (New York, .Americana Corp • ., 1939), 30 vols. 
Ai't. 11 Henry Wilson". .A good short review of the highlights of 
his life6 but, as in other such cases., contains no details 
on the period treated in this work. 
Fite., Emerson D., The Presidential Campaign of 1860 (New York, Macmillan, 
1897). Contains details on Wilson's activities at that time. 
Frothingham,. Octavius B •• Theod~re Parker (Boston, Osgood,. 1874). 
Notable here chiefly for reprint of Parker's letter of 
July 7, 1855 to Wilson. 
___ , Gerrit Smith (New York., Putnam. 1879). Contains ten of Smith's 
open letter (Mar. 20, 1866) answering Wilson 1s rhetorical 
question., asked during the Congressional debate on the 
Thirteenth Amendment to the Constitution: n ••• where in God's 
xwne would the slaves of the Country be if the. counsels of 
Gerrit Smith had been followedl" 
Frothingham. Paul R., Edward Everett: Orator and Statesman (Boston, 
· Houghton Mifflin, 1§25). Frothingnam noted thiti Everett 
retired from the Senate mainly because the Kansas-Nebraska 
Bill lett no middle ground, and that Everett was a. "harmonizer" 
nota fighter. 
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Fuess, Claude M., Daniel Webster (Boston, Little. Brown, 1930), 2 vols. 
___ , 
---' 
Garrison, 
Popular account. 
The Life of Caleb Cushing (New York, Harcourt Brace, 1923), 
2 vols. Popular account of a fascinating man. Good for a 
general review of Massachusetts history in this period, but 
little on Wilson except on the election of Sumner. 
Rufus Choate, The Wizard of the Law (New York, Minton Bolch, 
1928) • Stress is laid on the part played by Choate and Vlilson 
in the MassaChusetts Constitutional Convention of 1853. 
Wendell F., and Frances J., Willi~ Lloyd Garrison 1805-1877, 
By His Children (New York, Century, 1889), 4 vols. Slanted 
in Garrison's .favor, naturally, but still a thorough work. 
Contains little new material on Wilson, but o.f some use. · 
Gillett, Frederick H., George F. HOar (Boston, Houghton Mifflin, 1934). 
Unqualified eUlogy in the old style with little docUillentation. 
Hamilton, Luther, ed., Memoirs, Speeches and 1Vritings of Robert Rantoul, Jr. 
(Boston, Jewett, 1854). · . 
Charles E., Life and Times of Haxwibal Hamlin (Cambridge, River-
side Press, 1899). Valuable on relations hetween Lincoln 
and Wilson from. 1861-1865, but little material of importance 
in this period .. 
Handlin, Osoar, Boston's Immigrants, 1790-1865 (Cambridge, Harvard Univ. 
Preas, 1941). 
Harper, Ida H., The Life and Work of Susan B. Anthony. Includi:cg Public 
Addresses, Her own Letters and Many from Her Contemporaries 
during 50 Years (Indianapolis, Hollenbeck, 1908), 2 vols. 
Points out that Wilson cSlll.e out strongly for woman suffrage, 
especially after the Civil War and in the c~paign of 1872, 
but notes that he insisted on keeping this question separate 
from slavery before the war and from the question of Negro 
suffrage after the war. 
Hart, Albert B., ed., Commonwealth Histo of MassaChusetts (New York, 
States History Co., 930 , 5 vo s. Cooperative venture, and 
therefore uneven. Lacks annotation but contains a good basic 
bibliography. Little new material on Wilson. · 
Hatch, Louis c., (revised and edited by Earl L. Shoup), A Histor.y of the 
Vice•Presidency of the United States (New York, Amer. Bist. 
Soc., l934). The article on Wilson contained here is based 
mainly on the description given in G. F. HOar•s Autobiography. ••• 
fq.v./ · 
Haynes, 
---· 
___ , 
___ , 
George H •• 11 The Causes o£ Know-Nothing Success in Ma.ssachusetts. 11 
Amer. Hist. Rev., III (Oct., 1897), 67•78. Haynes noted that 
in l853 the Vihigs succeeded in splitting the "solid" Irish 
vote, therby defeat±ng the new Constitution in Massachusetts. 
In reality, this vote had been split ever since the Democratic-
Freesoil Coalition of 1850, and regained a certain "solidity" 
over the issue· of the Constitution, in 1853. 
"A Chapter from the Local History of Know-Nothingism." The 
New England Magazine, XV (Sept.~ 1896), 82-96. Detailed 
analysis of a vforcester Council of the party. 
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HENRYWILSON (Feb. 16, 1812- Nov. 22, 1875). Sometime United 
States Senator and Vice-President. The first of eight children of 
Winthrop and Abigail (Witham) Colbath, he was born in Farmington, 
New Hampshire, and christened Jeremiah Jones Colbath. The family 
was so poor that at the age of ten and one half the boy was 11bound 
out" to a nearby farmer, who agreed to provide room, board and one 
month of schooling per year in return for his labor. Upon receivi:cg 
his freedom, in 1833, he had his name legally changed to Henry Wilson, 
hoping thus to escape the stigma of his father's alcoholism. Migrating 
,to Natick, Massachusetts, he entered the shoemaker's trade. At the 
start of 1836, while visiting Washington during a trip to recover his 
health, he came in contact with slavery. The system disgusted him 
and its ultimate extinction by constitutional means bec~e the main 
~bition of his life. 
Returning to Massachusetts, Wilson studied at various academies 
for a little more than a year, when the failure of a debtor left him 
penniless. Back in Natick, he taught school for one ter.m and then 
became a factor in the "putting-out" system, delivering leather to 
shoemakers and selling the finished product. He continued inter-
mittently in this business until 1847, when politics became his sole 
preoccupation. 
ln 1836, Wilson joined the Natick Debating Society, where he became 
more noted for earnestness than fluency. Although sympathetic with 
the Garrisonian abolitionists, he believed slavery shoul·d be combatted 
:xxvii 
through political action. In 1839 he campaigned unsuccessfully as 
a Whig temperance candidate for the Massachusetts House of Repre-
sentatives. With him, during his political career, the temperance 
issue was second only to that of slavery. In 1840 he married 
Harriette M. Howe. Henry Hamilton Wilson (1846-1867), their only 
son, s~rved with distinction during the Civil War but was killed 
during a military affray on the Mexican border. 
· Wilson campaigned for Harrison, in 1840, and was himself elected 
state Representative two years in succession. In the Legislature he 
became dissatisfied with Whig equivocation on the issue of legal 
equality for Negroes and determined to reform the party from within. 
Working intensively but quietly in his locality, he organized a 
coterie Which later joined with other similar groups to form the 
11 Conscienoe" wing of the Whig State party. He was defeated in the 
election of 1842 ~ but Whig victories placed him in the state Senate 
in 1844 and 1845. 
In 1844 the proposed annexation of Texas1 with the consequent 
probability of the extension of slavery, provided a fighting issue. 
Wilson was prominent in the anti-Texas demonstrations of the "Con-
science" Whigs, and~ as a result, he and 'the poet John G. Whittier 
were sent to Washington carrying petitions against annexation. 
xxviii 
Wi:Cson and the "Conscience" Whigs persisted in their opposition 
to the territorial extension of slavery until after Texas was ad-
mitted as·a Sta1j and then ins~sted on the application of the 
Wilmot Proviso ~p other territories, thus creating a rift in Whig 
II 
ranks which was 'Fr ever healed. 
I, . 
il 
Elected St~~e Representative in 1846, he made a speech in the 
I' I Legislature dec~rrillg that so far as he was concerned the slavery 
II 
issue was paramqlunt, and he would abandon any political party when 
r he could find o11e that would fight slavery more effectively. His 
subsequent acti1rs amply bore out his statement. While his aim was 
noble, his meth4r/'ds were question~ble. He mixed politics with prin-
J • 
· ciple and many ~if his antislavery colleagues objected to his methods. 
~ ' 
. for he perpetua~lly sought to further the ·antislavery crusade by 
playing off the :j:m.ajor parties against each other, forin.ing combina.-
1 
tiona, coalitioxts and fusions with disparate groups. 
I Althontl'h o\it of the Leg· islature in 1847. 1848 and 1849. Wilson 
-o w , ~ 
was far from inlictive. In 1848 he and Charles Allen were. appointed 
delegates to thi~ ·National Whig Convention, and. when Zachary Taylor 
was nominated ~lpledged to the Wilmot P.rovi~o, they bolted. After 
li 
:r . 
that, Wilson pl1a.yed a prominent role in the events which led to the 
rl 
ii fo...,..tion of thr .Freesoil party at Buffalo • In recognition of his 
i 
'I 
I 
'I I~ 
I 
,! 
----------
efforts~ he was 
1851 he wa.s 
1848 to 1851~ 
During the 
coalition with 
a full-scale 
and Democrats 
sailers and the 
combined 
the Democrats 
Webster• a seat 
filled their 
nominees. 
Charles 
a group of 
a three-month d 
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Chairman of the State Freesoil party and in· 
of the National Freesoil Convention. From 
edited a Boston Freesoil newspaper. 
M~ssachusetts ~ocrats~ who had adopted an anti-
The experiment succeeded well enough to warrant 
the following year, so that the Freesoilers 
J ed on candidates~ if not on platforms, and worked 
·'famous Coalition of 1850. While both the Free-
minority in the Legislature~ their 
implement an agreement whereby 
control of the State Government, while the 
selection of a successor to Daniel 
I the United States Senate. The Freesoilers ful-
• of the agreement and the Governor, Lieubenant-
J 
I 
r major executive officers were Democratic 
was reached when the Freesoilers submitted 
for election to the United States Senate and 
"indomitables 11 , under the leadership of Caleb 
o vote for him. Due mainly to "Wilson's tenacity, 
ck was finally broken and Sumner was elected. 
During the 'IA1 :nntn•a.Mr de9line of antislavery sentiment, from 
1851 to 1853, Wi ' 
I 
interested himself in such heterogeneous issues 
as temperance~ . 
! 
reorganization of Harvard College, the Francis 
"'rt I q··. l I I ~~ .• p "1' lSI . 
I :XXX 
I 
II 
Bowen case6 the "'Kossuth craze" and the revision of the State 
Constitution, HJfwa• one of the foremost leaderS in the Constitu-
tional Conventio~~ of 1853. In the elections of 1853 he was the 
!t . 
Freesoil candidate for Governor~ but. the Coalition and the new 
Constitution werJl both rejected by the electorate. The widespread 
II jl ~ . 
belief that the Jrish-Catholic Boston vote had turned the tide 
I I . 
against the new (Jonstitution led to a mass migration of Freesoilers 
I! 
into the ranks oj~ the nativist Know-Nothing party, which controlled 
the State until ~857. 
Wilson join~~ this party in the double hope of converting it 
to antislavery alld· gaining office for himself. Although he was 
J! . 
. · d . 
elected to the Ullited states Senate in 1855 as a result, the anti-
1 . 
slavery cause·di l not benefit .directly from the movement. Wilson's 
ij 
efforts to conve~~ the national Know-Nothing party to antislavery 
il 
were thwarted, a~~ he bolted the National Convention in June, 1855. 
While continuingilhis attempts to form a fusion party in Massachusetts, 
he identified hJ~self' with the Republi~ans in Congress, where his II . . . 
speeches were .J,i 1rtle more than elaborations of' the Republican plat-
form. He worked 1\ror Fremont's election in 1856 and although the 
Republican party\f~s defeated nationally, it had proven itself 
II . . 
viable.. Wilson 1~ad found the party he had searched for so long in 
vain : "the pure 
1
la:o:tislavery party of the f'utureu, and from that time 
,I . 
l':f until the end of' llhis life he remained rather firmly within the Republican 
I! fold. I 
I 
! 
li p 
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